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Nicole Gomez

The New Guard:

An Interview with Tommy Orange

Tommy Orange, whose novel There There was a finalist for the 2019
Pulitzer Prize, visited the University of Montana in October as part of
the President’s Lecture Series. Orange not only agreed to meet with
me for a sliver of the fully-booked twenty-four hour period for which
he was in Missoula, but also offered to forgo his break between talks
in order to continue our conversation. Orange surprised and delighted me right off the bat by revealing that he was already familiar with
CutBank (I had begun with an introduction of the magazine) because
he had submitted (and been declined) in the distant past. After dismissing my semi-serious request that he resubmit by scribbling something on a napkin, we got down to craft talk.

Nicole Gomez: Do you dabble in other genres beyond fiction?

Tommy Orange: Yeah. I just wrote a profile for Esquire, so nonfiction, and I
guess I dabble in poetry but hate to admit it and would probably never show
it to anyone. But I love fiction. That’s where I love to be.
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NG: So you never had any real doubts about what your genre calling was?

TO: No. I mean, I was pretty late to writing, but once I knew I loved fiction
and wanted to write it, I never had doubts. I never thought about doing
other genres.

NG: It’s exciting to me to meet another writer who also came to writing
late, or later.

TO: How long have you been at it?

NG: I’ve been dabbling in writing since I was little, but actually seriously
dedicating myself to pursuing it in an MFA… I mean this is my second year
here, so it took me a little while to commit to it.

TO: It’s not a super solid thing to commit to, in terms of admitting it to
your family and friends, to the point of paying money to go to school for
it. That’s when you have to start to tell people that you’re doing it for real.

NG: What was your push to finally do an MFA?

TO: For a long time I was kind of anti-MFA. I was writing in private for
about ten years before getting to the MFA, and then I found one that was
Native-based and low-residency, so I wouldn’t have to relocate, and it was
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pretty affordable. It was very pragmatic, my decision to do it, and I was
halfway through writing my novel. I was sort of worried that MFAs can
turn you into a safer, more boring, cookie-cutter writer, but at that point,
and because it was Native and because the faculty was amazing, I was completely convinced to do it. And the MFA is different now than it was. I
think the MFA I was worried about is changing everywhere.

NG: You’ve talked about how a lot of MFAs are moving away from the “old
white man guard,” and how at the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA)
they taught writing for people interested in culture.1 As a female writer of
color, I still feel sometimes inundated by the old guard. Could you speak
a little more about how that’s changing, and how it should change more?

TO: I think, with diversity in the publishing world, it’s sort of being forced
to change. I think there are a lot of people that are hesitantly changing that
would rather keep it the old way, but for instance, if you write a story about
a person who goes to the store and comes back and has marriage problems
or whatever and you never say their gender or their race, it’s assumed white
man, and that’s the epitome of white privilege, right? But it’s actually been
taught to not write this stuff in, and we have to find ways, like craft decisions, of how to bring it up without it being clumsy. But it’s not talked
about in craft ways, it’s talked about in political ways or in ways that have to
do with it being 2019, and I think it’s really the responsibility of the author
1

Interview with the Santa Fe Literary Review, Volume 14, 2019.
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to navigate gender and race in your writing and not just defaulting. Not
every piece of writing needs to do it, but it certainly needs to shift.

NG: How did you find it taught differently at IAIA?

TO: It helped that there is a big Native presence there, though it’s not 100%
Native. I heard people coming from other MFAs where they were discouraged from bringing up culture, and so not only were we not discouraged,
we were encouraged. What’s more, we didn’t have to overexplain ourselves
when incorporating culture, because it was all kind of known and understood. We didn’t have to pander. So you are freed to write in a more nuanced and subtle way if you assume your audience already understands the
culture you’re writing about. Then you don’t end up overwriting things that
don’t have to be overwritten.

NG: I read that the idea for There There came years ago and that you struggled with the structure and with managing the whole cast of characters. I
wanted to ask you about the evolution of it. How did you wrangle it? How
did you craft so many different characters with so many different voices?
Can you just speak a little bit about, you know, how to write a novel?

TO: I don’t know if I can speak on that. It was a six-year thing. I’ve heard it
said that first-time novelists try to put all of their ideas into their first book,
like cram everything inside, everything you’ve ever thought or felt—
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NG: I’m guilty. Did you do that?

TO: In a way I think I was doing that. I tried to cram a lot of things I’d
been thinking about and feeling over many, many years, and then pare it
back later. My revision process is maximalist and then minimalist. For the
first year of writing it, I was working full time and waking up super early
in the morning and writing late at night after my son went to bed. I was a
new father. I would just put in the time and write different characters, and
whichever ones felt like they had longevity and felt true to the community
I was writing about, then I would keep writing into them. So the first year
I was just writing new stuff, writing into new characters that felt like they
could go a long time or just writing brand new ones if I had to take a break
from any character. So a lot of the core characters came out in the first year
of writing.

NG: Were you writing mostly on intuition, or were you outlining?

TO: It was really just putting in the time and going for it. Whatever my
fingers would do at that time. And then, once I had the core cast together,
I started thinking about how they would all connect. I had this device built
in—they were all connected because they would all end up at the powwow,
and that was a convenient device to be able to write into. Like, what are
they all doing? When I think about what is the content of their lives, which
part of their lives am I focusing on, and it was always related to the trajecto-
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ry of getting them to the powwow. It got really messy in the middle, trying
to figure out organically how so many characters could relate. One of my
techniques, even though it sounds like it’s not writing, is long-distance running. A lot of ideas, sort of a deeper solution to these threads that needed
to connect, would just pop into my head on a run. So once I realized that
was a thing—I already liked to run—it turned into a devotion that was
related to writing. Some people get it in the shower or when they wake up
the next day. There’s sort of a non-thinking thinking that happens. You can
kind of put a problem in your head and then do the thing, and then—it
won’t always work—but it worked enough that it became part of my writing practice.

NG: There There is very voicey and also incredibly lyrical. How do you balance voice and lyricism? I know that you love music and have a background
in sound. When that comes out in your writing, how much of it is intuitive,
or is this something you tinker with in revision?

TO: I think it’s both. I’m a pretty instinctual writer. Things come out a
certain way. But for sure, 10% comes out pure, and then the rest has to be
shaped up in revision. Reading out loud is a really big part of my revision
process. I also listen to apps that read my work, which is really nice for
running. That’s also how I’m still writing while I’m running, because I’m listening to a robot read my work and I’m picking up on things that I wouldn’t
normally have noticed. I listen to the sound of sentences really closely, and
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the musicality of them, in order to know if they need an extra beat or not.
The way words sound together is really sonically important to me.

NG: That’s what [author and UM professor] Kevin Canty talks a lot about.
He’s a musician, and he often tells us to pay attention to the musicality of
language and the contrast of syllables.

TO: I didn’t realize I was doing it until I started talking about it since the
book’s been out, but it’s definitely what I do. But in terms of lyricism and
voiceyness—sometimes people talk down about voiceyness, like it’s a gimmick, but I love voicey stuff, and I feel like I’m so convinced when I read
something that’s full of voice. I feel like criticizing it is like telling an actor
they’re overacting when they’re just doing good acting. To have a strong
voice is to be distinct, is to be a real character in fiction. I don’t know what
people are talking about sometimes when they talk down about voice.

NG: I agree completely. I find in my evolution as a writer I’m moving more
and more towards trying to capture the sound of the way people talk. I find
that people respond to it in a way that’s encouraging to me.

TO: Totally. It’s more readable, more engaging. But if there’s any craft trick
that I do, and that I definitely did in There There, it’s playing around with
POV. So getting the essence of the voice first, and that may come out in
first or third close, initially, and then I’ll tinker with it POV-wise. So if I’m
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feeling uninspired or destructive, I’ll sort of turn myself into an intern and
make myself do the tedious work of transposing from one POV to the other. It reveals something about the character, even if I ultimately keep it in
third close, if I move it to first and it pushes something about the voice that
reveals. So it’s a part of my revision process to transpose, to play with POV.
And the trick that I used in There There, as I moved from character to character, was to almost always switch POV as a way to signal to the reader that
we’re shifting to another character, and to make it feel like we’re moving, so
I never risked blending any voices.

NG: You never did. And that’s what I found so compelling and curious, and
as a writer, interesting, how you accomplished that and how distinct those
voices were. For example, with the three kids, how you captured the voices
of children. And then, the chapter that particularly gripped me was “Thomas Frank,” which was the only one where you used second person. Why did
you choose to do that one in second person?

TO: That one came out really fast, and this is part of why he’s not as connected as other characters. It came out in like ten days, the real core of it,
and it came out in third person close, and then I transposed it to second
thinking that it would be interesting, because Thomas Frank is my first
and second name. And it was like, how interesting would it be to make the
reader me? And the details in the chapter are largely my family story.
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NG: And his musicality—is that also the way you register sound?

TO: Yeah. I’m not a drummer necessarily. But, yeah.

A knock comes at the door and it’s time for Orange to attend a soup lunch hosted
by the Payne Family Native American Center and then a Q&A for first-year
students.

NG: They’re calling you. (Laughs.) I think I got a percentage of my questions in.

TO: I know there’s a little window afterwards, before the Q&A. I don’t
necessarily need a break, if you want more time. I’m happy to keep talking.

We pause to attend the lunch and then reconvene to continue the interview.

NG: As a teacher, what do you try to impart to your students about the
project and process of writing a novel?

TO: I’ve never been asked that. I just taught my first workshop that was not
at IAIA. I walk around with a lot of imposter syndrome. It looks one way
from the outside and feels a totally different way from the inside. I still feel
like the exact same person, with the exact same demons and doubts. And so
that carries over into teaching, you know. Why am I an authority on that,
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right? Just because I had a successful novel? This is something that I grapple
with, but I also include it in my teaching, in deconstructing authority and
trying not to allow me to be an authority, while at the same time I have
things that I learned while writing it that can be helpful. So I don’t think
that I have specific advice. It depends on what kind of novel you’re working on. It also depends what kind of writer you are, because some people
work really linearly and need to write the whole thing out in a bad draft
and then go back and go through again. One thing I tell people to do is
at the beginning of the book you need to put extra care and attention to
the entry. The doorway to your book needs to be really fancy and nice and
inviting, because that’s where you win or lose readers. You need to immediately convince readers that your voice is something they want to stay with.
This is their time. They’re choosing to spend time out of their own lives with
something you put your work into. So that’s the most important: the entry
to your book, and also the entry to individual chapters. Put extra care into
those. And as a revisor or editor of your own work, if you put extra work
into the beginning of it, you’ll invite yourself into the revision process. Like,
well, at least I got this part right. Now I just need to get the rest into as
good of shape as the beginning. But that’s just a minor part. I don’t have any
general advice for writing novels, because everyone is so different.

NG: That’s why it was so interesting to ask you about outlining versus writing by intuition. I do the latter, and I think that’s how I’ll continue to proceed with my novel, but because we’re in the thick of it in novel workshop,
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that’s sort of what we’re asking: how do we do this? How best to do it?

TO: I’ve never been an outliner, but I do tend to think of a concept and
then I write into that, and then it becomes very mysterious how I’m going
to get to it. I’m working on a short story now that might become a novella
about an author living in a rural town and these sort of hillbilly guys, proTrump—this is influenced by where I’ve been living, and also where Mark
Twain launched his literary career—but there’s a lot of pro-Trump people
there. They get wind of this author living there and also of his success—it’s
not totally autobiographical—and they take him for ransom, but they’re
not very good at what they’re doing. Anyway, I thought of that as a concept
and I started writing into it, and it totally changed. So from concept to
actual execution I think things can really get crazy. I had them at first as
people I didn’t really like, and they’ve turned into people I do like because
it’s not interesting to just write dumb people who you don’t agree with
politically. Like, that doesn’t look good on a page and doesn’t do anything.

NG: I read that while you were writing There There, you ended up discarding chapters digging backwards into your characters’ family histories. But
it seems like when you’re telling a story about people, there’s always going
to be a backstory that just keeps going backwards and backwards and backwards. How do you know, as the writer, when you’ve gone far back enough?

TO: I carried this to great-grandparents in There There, back to New Mexico
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and this very strange, unnecessary story. So I think, going back to reader
attention and reader time and pacing, asking yourself what is necessary and
what is the story I want to tell, versus, do I have the responsibility to write
a backstory? Like, how much work is the backstory doing? If it’s not doing
something essential for the story that you want to tell, then it probably can
be discarded.

NG: Do you think sometimes that you have to write it and then cut it?

TO: Yeah. Yeah. This goes back to my maximalism-minimalism approach.
Sometimes it’s the only way to find certain things out. With research, you
can spend four hours on it—I’ve read whole books and gotten one thing
out of it, but that one thing is so essential that it’s worth it. I read a whole
book on Amerigo Vespucci. Very boring, dry book. But it’s because I wrote
a short story about a young boy who wrote a letter to Amerigo Vespucci after learning about him in class, and he’s telling Amerigo about what
America is now, and he’s also telling the reader who Amerigo was and how
apt his name was for our country, because he was a pimp and a jeweler and
a fraud, and all these things that lack character and are pretty shady, and it
just matches who we are, especially right now.

NG: Especially right now.

TO: But I read a whole book and took almost nothing from it, and the stuff
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I ended up including in the story I could have gotten from his Wikipedia
entry. It didn’t matter. And it’s the same thing for backstory, that’s why I
bring it up. Backstory is a form of research, just internal research: Who is
my character? What did he come from? What are the very subtle ways that
that fills in the way you write the character in the present time?

NG: In the interview that you gave to the Santa Fe Literary Review, you
talked about “taking care of the reader” and balancing the cerebral with
pacing and through scene-building. You talked about how your earlier work
was more experimental and less accessible and that maybe in the future you
would return to that. I wonder if you can talk a little bit more about that,
both about that balance and about what you would write if you returned
to that?

TO: I think something that initially made me want to write was experimental stream-of-consciousness stuff. Still voicey, but stuff that explores
philosophy, like what Kafka and Borges sometimes do. But when I had the
realization about this communion that happens between reader and writer, that experience—that you’re writing into a reader’s life, that that’s how
they’re spending their time—when I realized how much I needed to meet
them halfway, that’s when I—I kept hearing all this advice about writing in
the scene, and it was annoying to hear, until I had this essential realization
at some point in my MFA, not necessarily related to someone saying it, but
just a moment of like, oh my God, I’m compromising my own vision by

CutBank

•

13

not including the reader in my consideration in revision, because they won’t
even read it if it doesn’t have these things that we know that readers love,
which are scenes, which is pacing, readability.

NG: One thing I really connected with in your novel was the issue of mixed
heritage. I’m mixed Hispanic and Native, but I was raised mostly on the
Hispanic side. My great-grandmother was born on the Ysleta Pueblo reservation in New Mexico, but beyond that I don’t know much about my
Native heritage. Something in your novel that really resonated with me was
the question of belonging, and blood and culture and identity and how
complicated that is when it’s mixed.

TO: I think there’s a big wave coming of Latinx people in general identifying with their Native heritage, which is in many cases more than some
Native people here that strongly identify. Those are strong indigenous connections that have been kept under wraps on purpose with things like the
census and terms like “Non-Hispanic White”—all these confusing things
to keep the numbers down. But it’s changing, I can feel it.

This interview was conducted by Nicole Gomez on October 30, 2019. It has
been edited and condensed for publication.
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Tommy Orange is the author of the New York Times bestselling novel There
There, a multi-generational, relentlessly paced story about a side of America
few of us have ever seen: the lives of urban Native Americans. There There
was one of The New York Times Book Review’s 10 Best Books of the Year,
and won the Center for Fiction’s First Novel Prize and the Pen/Hemingway
Award. There There was also longlisted for the National Book Award and was
a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. Orange graduated from the MFA program at
the Institute of American Indian Arts, and was a 2014 MacDowell Fellow
and a 2016 Writing by Writers Fellow. He is an enrolled member of the
Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma. He was born and raised in
Oakland, California.

Nicole Gomez is a second-year MFA candidate in Fiction at the University
of Montana. She is the Editor-in-Chief of CutBank Literary Magazine and
a teacher with Free Verse. She has a B.A. in International Relations from
Stanford University and was born in Albuquerque, New Mexico and raised
in El Paso, Texas.
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Maureen Langloss

T hey C ame to M ontana
to S uffer

T

he trip out was easy at first. Even stoned as I was, I managed to hop
from rock to rock without stumbling. I was trespassing again, on a

ranch where Dad was fixing pipes. There was a rock off the river’s edge that

I could stare at for hours. Size of a bear. This time I was going to touch it.
Wrap my arms around its ragged edge.
When the puddle jumpers ended, I waded in. The water was still
shallow enough for me to stand. But I didn’t factor in the current, which
was strong with spring melt and came at me from several angles at once.
I lost my balance in a funny, slow-motion way. If dad was watching, he
would’ve laughed, and I wouldn’t have blamed him. But then icy water
rushed through my clothes. The shore was farther than I thought. My feet
couldn’t find bottom and the current took me for a minute or two or forever.
When it finally slammed me into a clump of smaller rocks, water gurgled
around me like I’d pissed it off, done it some harm. I dug my fingers into
the dirt below, clung to the riverbed so long the trout swam right over me. I
was nothing to them. Mom said fish wouldn’t come up to a human like that.
She was wrong.
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When Dad clapped his hand on my shoulder, it was heavier than I
expected. He was medium-sized, but he didn’t wish he was any taller.
“You keep following me, I’m putting you to work,” he said, pulling me
from the pissed-off water.
“I already got work lined up.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
I scanned the water and spotted another trout. Once I adjusted my eyes
to their presence, they were all I could see.
“Best thing I ever did was figure out what would always break and learn
how to fix it,” Dad said. “People will shit for eternity.”
The only truth Dad ever taught me on purpose. Even though he never
asked, he was counting on me to take over his plumbing business. It had
been six years since Mom died. Felt more like a spring coiled tight than a
straight line of seconds and hours and days. I was twenty-two, and the best
thing I’d accomplished was beating a Destiny raid with teammates I only
knew by their usernames.
I sat on the riverbank, dripping into the dirt, shivering. Dad’s legs were
wet up to his knees, but he took off his flannel shirt anyway, threw it over
my shoulders, and stood beside me in his undershirt.
“I’m gonna try fish guiding.” I whispered so quietly I didn’t expect Dad
to hear over the rush of the river.
“I knew a fish guide once,” he said. “Abandoned his wife and kids with
rent to pay and no money to pay it.”
I watched the river in silence, thinking about those kids, picturing the
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holes in their shoes. I could still see the trout. Their sleek bodies sparkled
for me.
“Look, Dad,” I said, pointing at them.
His back was already to the river. He was walking to his truck, his
shoulders rounded, a slight limp in his right knee. I stayed with the fish
until it got dark. I hadn’t seen anything beautiful in such a long time.

• • •

I didn’t know jack shit about fly fishing. Guiding was a spur of the
moment, pot-infused decision. It felt good to make a decision after so
many years of avoiding them. I read every post on TakeMeFishing.org.
Helpful tricks—like the best water temperature for catching trout is 55 to
65 degrees. They’re hungrier because they process food faster in cooler water.
Mom would’ve been all over this stuff. She was always hunting down truths
from nature. There was even one about fish that she loved. Most fish can’t
swim backwards. But humans can. It’s what separates us from the beasts.
“So what?” I remembered saying after having heard it too many times.
She was in bed again. Dad let me skip school to sit by her, fetch her the
mint chewing gum that helped her stomach, the old National Geographics
when she got bored. I was no good at school, but I hated this chore almost
as much as sitting at a desk. The room seemed dark even in the middle of
the day with the windows wide open.
Mom handed me the pencil that was always tucked behind her ear.

18

•

Maureen Langloss

“Write it down.”
“Do I have to?”
“Write it down, Wyatt.”
When I didn’t make a move over the paper, she gripped my hand hard
and forced it to write. She slit the page, underlining backwards backstroke
beast. The next day, she gave me a shoebox, and for weeks, for as long as
she had left, she made me fill it with facts on scraps of paper. Her urgency
scared me. My hand shook so much I could barely read what I’d written.

• • •

It didn’t take long to learn the most important thing about being a guide:
don’t bring tourists right to the fish. It turned out I had a knack for knowing
where trout would bite. I could follow multiple currents at once and see
which one the fish slipped into. I’d take clients to island rocks where the
fish practically committed suicide on their flies. But catching trout by the
dozen was not what rich tourists wanted. They came to Montana to suffer.
They wanted to put on protective gear and squash big, tall grass with their
boots. They wanted to go up some hills and down some hills. If it was all
flat, their tips sucked.
Jane didn’t come with all the gear, which I respected right from the start.
She wore a necklace of concentric circles painted a white that was a notch
above normal white, each one a little bigger than the last, like the nesting
toys Mom gave me every Christmas. Sometimes I still broke them apart
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and pieced them back together. Red and blue and green. Dolls and pigs and
frogs. My favorite was John Lennon, dressed in Sgt. Pepper gear, holding
the neck of a guitar. I kept it in the truck for good luck.
Jane acted like that truck was a carnival ride. 1966 Chevy C10 in fireengine red. Dad let me use it with New York clients because its countrymusic vibe appealed to them—that is, if they got past the lack of seatbelts.
The seatbelts always triggered a frown, a passing glance at an internal riskassessment decision tree.
“Thank God for this,” Jane whispered to her husband Christopher when
she noticed they were missing. “We’re here to touch a little danger.”
She was sturdy and tough, despite her slender wrists, her long neck, the
gentle way she pronounced her c’s and t’s—like it pained her to make them
land too hard. She caught me staring at her mouth as she pronounced came
and touch.
We were in and out of Dad’s truck, trying our luck in all sorts of water.
It had rained the night before, so the rivers were murky and confusing for
the fish. The trout couldn’t spot our flies. Christopher got carsick, and Jane
told him to stop being a baby. They sat close but seemed not to like each
other very much. They talked a lot about their kids. Maybe that’s what kept
them together. The fishing trip was supposed to end by 3:00; at 4:30 we
still hadn’t caught a fish.
“Don’t worry,” Jane said, wiping dust from her face. “I’ve read The Snow
Leopard. I know what it means to seek and not find.”
She didn’t explain what The Snow Leopard was, like I would naturally
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know things like that.
“Oh, you’re finding something here,” I said. “I can sense it. Not a fish
though. Something more important.”
Later I learned that The Snow Leopard was a book from the 1970s and
that I’d summarized the entire 350 pages without even reading it.
I set my tackle box beside the wheatgrass and dug down till I got to
the flies in the bottom drawer, the messy ones I’d tied myself even though
I sucked at tying.
“Oooooh,” she said. “You were holding out on us, Wyatt.”
Jane held up the fly with the bit of blue thread I’d secretly plucked from
the sweater of the last girl to dump me. She rubbed the fly’s soft side against
her cheek. I helped her cast, leading her into the water, waving the line back
and forth over our heads. It made a sound like filling a cup. We’d moved so
far down the river from Christopher that he didn’t notice his wife’s necklace
graze the inside of my arm.
The feel of it against my skin sent chills into my legs, my stomach. I
had to step away. I worried Jane would notice, but she was staring into the
river. The mountains on the other side were slouching. Darkened by the
clouds overhead. A bird was squeaking like those kids’ toys you have to
squeeze to get the sound out. I was searching the horizon for it when Jane
pulled a rainbow trout from the water. Gray with a perfect pink stripe. That
stripe righted me. Jane was steady as a gangplank too. The mountains in
the background seemed to straighten up. I reached to help her, but her eyes
said: Stay back. I got this. When she wrangled the fish into her hands, a gasp
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burst from deep inside her and tears poured down her face. I thought she
might be one of those women who feels guilty about causing trout pain. But
she wasn’t. Those tears were all joy.
“I take it back,” I said. “You’re not here to find something more. It was
just the fish.”

• • •

When she got home to New York, I emailed Jane pictures of her trout,
along with a few thoughts on how fishing relates to the inner life force.
I don’t know why I invented this life force bullshit. I guess I wanted to
impress her. Maybe I was just the exact right amount of stoned. The first
snows came early and dried up my business, just like Dad predicted. I had a
lot of time to fill, so I baked pot brownies and sold them to Bozeman high
school kids. While they were in the oven, I tried to read Peter Matthiessen’s
book. It was slow going, but I understood more than I thought I would.
Over the next few weeks, Jane sent me questions about life force and how
it related to love and happiness. She wondered if it was a cure for loneliness.
I had a feeling she was stringing me along; she was too smart to believe the
stuff I was making up. But I replied anyway. I couldn’t stop myself. I was
checking my phone dozens of times a day, waiting for her messages.
“Yeah,” I wrote. “Maybe even for cancer.”
I made up more parts of the theory, concocted out of fish data from
the internet.
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“Take your rainbow trout. It has the innate desire to spawn in the same
place it hatched. People have innate desires too, but we ignore them. That’s
why there’s war and loneliness and suffering.”
Jane really went for this idea. I asked her if she’d ever felt these primal
urges, and she immediately FaceTimed me. Her head was too big for the
screen. I couldn’t see her chin, but her eyes were brown streaked with green
like a miniature forest.
“Your fish philosophy is something,” she said, half-closing those eyes as
if deeply considering what I’d said. She was so earnest I wanted to touch
her, make sure she was real. I ran my finger over her eyelids on the screen.
“Maybe you should teach it to kids.”
“Kids?”
“Come to New York. Manhattan children need fish. They crave them.
You’ll make a fortune.”
“Nah. I couldn’t. Out of water and all.”
She shook her head and accidentally dropped her phone on the floor.
It landed face-up. I could see the ceiling in her house. It was pale blue with
gold stars. I’d never seen a ceiling like that.

• • •

I knew life force wasn’t a philosophy. There couldn’t be more than a handful
of New York City nerds that craved fish. But I didn’t have anything else to
do, and Jane’s c’s and t’s were starting to get to me. They felt so familiar, like
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I’d been hearing them my whole life and needed them to figure out my
future too. I let Jane cover my ticket to New York, and she picked me up at
the airport—something she said New Yorkers never ever do. I went to shake
her hand over the center console of her SUV, but she pulled me into a hug
instead. Her hair was longer now and fell against my cheek.
Pretty soon she had me teaching four-year-olds about sharks. I was
singing about sharks too. I learned to play some A-plus fish songs on the
guitar. I got the kids to do back-ups on “A Song I Heard the Ocean Sing.”
Children had a natural thing for that chorus. “Run away, run away, run
away.”
Dad claimed that’s what I was doing. Running away. He texted to ask
where I was staying three separate times, which, for him, was practically
freaking out. His semi-freaking out made me feel semi-good. It put
something natural in our relationship that hadn’t been there before. He
never worried about me; he left that to my mom, and after she died, he left
it to me. I came home on my seventeenth birthday with black eyes from a
girl I’d been messing around with who called me too clingy with the first
punch, then too distant with the second, and Dad didn’t even ask me about
it. But when Jane found me a place, he sent me three more texts that all
basically said: bad decision, knucklehead. Dad loved the word knucklehead.
Shithead. Shitforbrains. The apartment was on First Avenue near the UN
and was shaped like a dumbbell with two rooms connected by a galley
kitchen. No way I could have afforded it if Jane hadn’t taken the other side
of the dumbbell as her office and paid the rent.
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Jane designed bras and panties for high schoolers. She thought really
hard about how to make them appealing to teenage girls, but not to teenage
boys. Her business was booming.
“Date rape is a real problem,” she said.
The week before my first class, Jane showed me LakeshoreLearning.com,
a site that sold “Sea Life Kits” with plastic fish, flash cards, and octopus
stamps. The kits came with teacher instructions. I stood beside her at the
computer and read aloud:
Students will use oral language to describe objects and experiences.
Students will sort objects by various attributes.
These instructions gave me a real sense of purpose. I was going to be the
best fish teacher I could be.
“Look, there’s a face peeking out,” Jane said. She touched side-by-side
moles on my hip that got exposed when I reached for the cursor. “Two
sweet, little eyes.”
I read some more. Students will learn the characteristics of living things.
But I couldn’t concentrate on the words, because Jane was kissing my mole
eyes. Within seconds we were on my side of the dumbbell, in my bed, and
Jane kept saying, “I don’t think it was just the fish.”

• • •

I sang a catfish version of “Wheels on the Bus” to a class at Jane’s apartment
a few weeks later. It was mostly her son’s preschool friends. Caroline, her
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seventh grader, was there too. She was old for the class, but home, sick with
what seemed to be a case of the lazies.
“I didn’t like school either,” I told her.
“I can tell.”
She stared, lids barely open, through the window at Central Park. For
a skinny kid, she had a lot of baby fat in her cheeks. Her hair was long and
messy. When I passed out “discovery” boxes, she didn’t reach for one. Jane
had come over the night before to help me fill their compartments with toy
fish. But instead we went at it on the floor, tossing like a sex ocean over the
plastic whales and pufferfish.
Sabina, a girl in a Yale T-shirt, pulled a turtle from her discovery box
and smelled it. Preschoolers needed to smell and lick everything before they
made any decisions about it.
“This turtle smells really, really good.” She held it up to my nose.
“Jane’s Black Orchid,” I said.
Jane was across the room, talking to the other moms. Their conversation
stilled to concrete. You could break a tooth against it. Jane gave me her
gangplank stare, then disappeared. I wanted to look for her after we sang
the last verse of “Down by the Bay,” but the other moms mobbed me—
asking to set up classes in their own homes. They put their hands on my
arm and looked me in the eye. They touched their hair. Jane had taught me
to charge what the market would bear. Today, it bore fifty bucks per kid
per class.
The moms left me to tap out the details via email while they chatted in
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the kitchen with the door open. I packed up my guitar, returned the plastic
fish to their compartments, and eavesdropped.
“He’s good-looking, for sure.”
“Hot is more like it.”
“Too short. If I’m going to have an affair, it’s going to be with a big man
I know has a big dick.”
Laughter shot down the high-gloss hallway.
“Maybe it’s his music that’s the turn on.”
“I don’t even think he knows how to play guitar for real.”
I’d studied every page of Guitar for Dummies. Twice. I thought I was
finally breaking through to something important. But these women made
me feel stupid and small-dicked for ever being proud of teaching myself
“Baby Beluga.”

• • •

The next time Jane came to her office, she was wearing rape-proof
underwear from her lingerie line. Forbidding prints of police badges and the
number 9-1-1. Bra and panties that went above and beyond in the coverage
department. She was still pissed about the Black Orchid thing. She didn’t
want anyone to know about us. She’d come to prep for her trunk show, not
to have sex. But that underwear didn’t work like they were supposed to.
They were a total turn-on. The bra required special instructions from Jane
and a little key to unclasp. We’d never had sex so fast. The bra was easier
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going back on than coming off.
“You want to stay in bed, talk life force?” I asked. “You haven’t mentioned
it once since I got to New York.”
“Huh?”
“Admit it, you thought it was bullshit right from the start.”
Jane didn’t answer. She was already dressed and holding a clipboard,
sorting inventory. I stayed in bed, watching her. She shifted her eyes from
me to my clothes, which were spread across the floor. Still naked, I pulled
the shoebox Mom gave me from under the bed. It was dumb to bring it
cross country, especially because most of the scraps were too messy to make
out.
“The sun isn’t perfectly round,” I read from one I could decipher. “Its
surface constantly changes, sending out solar flares and hot plasma as big
as 300,000 miles.”
“I can’t count these panties if you talk,” Jane said.
“Here’s another one. Lynx live in a ten-mile by ten-mile area their whole
lives—”
“This miles stuff is messing up my counting.”
She tucked her pencil over her ear, picked up my clothes, and tossed
them to me.
“Can you help me carry these boxes down to the car?”

• • •
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Two moms got into a bidding war over me for a Saturday morning in
March. They had amazing vocabularies. Biologism. Inquest. Nebbish. I
went to the highest bidder: the inquest mom who was planning an “Under
the Sea” party for her son Oscar. I called my dad to tell him how big the
check was.
“Does that mean Jane can stop paying your bills?”
I tried to put his question out of my mind, but I was still thinking
about it when I handed Ziploc bags to the kids at the party. I demonstrated
how to fill them with sand and seashells. I helped them pour bottled water
and blue food coloring inside. Oscar was mesmerized by his bag of fake
ocean.
“What does it feel like to breathe with gills instead of a nose?”
I’d learned to make my answers sound as realistic as possible, even if
they weren’t always 100 percent true.
“Water rushing over gills is ten times more awesome than air going
through the human nose. It’s electrifying in a way our noses can’t come
close to feeling.”
Oscar breathed extra hard, down to the bottom of his lungs. His eyes
popped with wonder like fish eyes.

• • •

Jane’s place had pocket doors at the start and finish of every hallway and
room. Between the toilets and the sinks. All shut tight. I knew to open them
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gentle and quiet like casting a fly, because that’s how Jane did it. Almost
everything she did reminded me of casting a fly.
I must have opened every door in the apartment a sliver before finally
finding her with Caroline—practicing Tae Kwon Do. I didn’t announce
myself right away. Jane was reciting numbers. After each one, Caroline
shifted to a new position. She’d look at her mom with an ugly, scrunched
up face, while Jane paused to scrutinize. Eventually, she’d give a slight nod
of approval and Caroline’s face would relax. It was an intense, messed-up
situation that somehow made me jealous.
“There you are,” Jane said, finally noticing me through the crack in the
door. “What happened to you?”
I wanted to kiss her, but Caroline was already pouting at my arrival. I
was dripping all over the polished floors.
“It’s drizzling.”
“More like a flood.”
I felt chilled and overheated and needed a towel. I remembered how
my mom always kept a stack of old towels by the door when I came in from
a storm.
“Caroline has a science project. I picked oysters as the topic so you
could help.”
Caroline and I locked eyes. Collaboration didn’t appeal to either of us.
“Christopher and I are going out,” she continued. “There’s din—”
“Out?”
“He thinks you’re a genius science tutor.” She passed me an envelope of
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bills. “He wants to pay you to be oyster project manager.”
“I don’t know anything about oysters. They aren’t even fish.”
“What’s the difference?”
I didn’t know.

• • •

Caroline and I watched oyster YouTube videos and ate sushi. We learned
words like bivalve mollusk and nutrient cycling. We studied clips of
plankton and detritus entering one side of the oyster and coming out the
other as waste bubbles. Caroline explained what detritus meant, which I
found condescending. But she was right; I’d never heard of it.
“How cool are these little guys, Caroline? They’re the plumbers of the
sea.”
I thought of Dad. The oyster of the humans.
“Whatever.”
“Did you hear they can filter fifty gallons of water an hour?”
“Duh. Don’t you know that about oysters?” Caroline said. “It’s like the
only interesting thing about them.”

• • •

A thread went up on UrbanBaby about my long hair. My raspy voice.
How sexy-mysterious I was. One woman wrote that she fantasized about
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having sex with me at the bottom of the sea. Before I knew it, I was hiring
an assistant, two male hotties (Jane’s word) to handle overflow, and a
composer to write an original fish-themed A-B-C song. Jane said I needed
to brand myself. She thought I could land a show somewhere. Maybe even
Nickelodeon.
Meanwhile, I hadn’t baked a tray of pot brownies in months. I was
spending all my free time on the seventh-grade science project and fielding
texts from my dad. Come home. Important stuff to tell you. I found something
you should see. Come home. You’re better than this. Come home, dumbass.
Given the oyster due date, Jane said a trip was impossible. She was afraid
Christopher was on to us; we hadn’t had sex in weeks. She kept stressing
the need to “legitimize our tutor story.” She had Caroline and me volunteer
for this Billion Oyster Project thing, which was putting shitloads of oysters
into New York Harbor to purify the hell out of it. We were going to build
wire mesh sleeves for baby oysters. Jane sent me with the world’s heaviest
camera to get professional pictures for our PowerPoint presentation. She
was worried we didn’t have enough visual material of us physically doing
stuff. My dad called as we were getting off the ferry onto Governors Island.
“Real emergency here,” he said, something weird happening with his
breathing.
“Geez, Dad. Are you sick?”
His voice sounded crinkly, like tinfoil in motion.
“I might be.”
Caroline pulled on my arm and accidentally knocked the camera bag

32

•

Maureen Langloss

off my shoulder.
“Have you been to the doctor?”
He was panting now. His panting put a tightness in my chest.
“Hold on. I need some water,” Dad said.
“I need water,” Caroline said too.
All I had in my backpack was leftover fake ocean, dyed blue. It turned
Caroline’s lips blue. Then her whole face blue. Almost green.
“I want you to take me to the doctor. I can’t go alone.”
Dad crinkled extra crinkly, as fake ocean spilled right back out of
Caroline. She puked all over me and the camera.
“I hate water,” she said. “Anything to do with water.”

• • •

Jane and I finally had sex again the morning of my flight. She sat on the
bed, opened all my nesting toys, and spread them across the blankets. She
took a long time putting them back together, placing the wrong heads on
the wrong bodies and then starting over again, like she was working up
to something. I didn’t use that technique where you kiss every inch of a
woman’s body because I could tell she didn’t have patience for that kind
of lovemaking. But I wanted to. It was the kind of sex people have when
they’re saying goodbye—it took as much as it gave.

• • •
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The old house reeked of super glue. Dad had used it earlier that day to fix
the fake wood paneling in the house. It had been coming loose for years. He
made us a late dinner of bologna sandwiches and tomato soup from a can.
He cut a sprig of parsley over the soup, and I wondered where in the world
he learned to do that. We ate standing up by the counter.
“So what’s wrong with you, Dad? Is it your heart?”
“Nothing wrong. I’m tougher than that.”
“You said it was urgent. Go-to-the-hospital urgent.”
“That was just to get you home, knucklehead.”
“So you lied?”
Dad looked down, scraped his spoon against the bottom of his empty
bowl.
“How could you get me worried like that?”
He put his dish in the sink.
“Plumbing’s a real job,” he said.
“I don’t know anything about plumbing. You never taught me.”
“You don’t know anything about fish.”
“It turns out I do. This fish thing isn’t just a dumb idea I had sitting
in the Madison River. I’m good at it. For real good. I’m making a podcast.
Maybe even a whole TV show.”
His glass was still full of Coke, but he dropped it into the sink so hard
it shattered.
“I thought you’d be happy,” I said. “Jane wants to help me make it
happen.”
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“Fuck Jane.”
Dad left the room without cleaning up the broken glass. My eyes got hot
and blurry. I could hear him opening and closing drawers, picking things
up and putting them down, rifling around for something. He returned with
a small picture frame. After he handed it to me, he pulled a handkerchief
out of his pocket and wiped his fingerprints from the glass. I dropped a tear
on it, and he wiped that too. I didn’t know Dad carried a handkerchief. It
was a surprise, like catching a fish with bare hands.
“Been saving this for you,” Dad said. “Thought I’d got them all, but this
one was stuck under the seat in the truck. All these years, I was trying to
protect you from reminders.”
In the picture I was seven, maybe eight, on my back in a public pool
that was blue once but looked yellow now. One arm up over my head, one
down at my side. Face tight, kicks sloppy, full of splash. Mom’s dress was
rolled up to her thighs, her feet in the water. She probably had a chill, that
pool was always so cold. I couldn’t see her face, the camera was trained on
me. But it looked like she was leaning over to tell me something. Pinky dips
in first, she used to say. Think about the smallest part of you and the rest will
come. Backstroke was her favorite way to swim. But it wasn’t mine. The
water would rise over my neck and I’d feel like I was drowning.
“Did you take this picture, Dad?”
I didn’t remember him ever bringing me to the pool. He put his hand
on my shoulder. It didn’t feel heavy anymore. He shifted back and forth on
his work boots until they squeaked. I could swear he was trying to speak.
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If only he’d say something. I’m proud of you. I’m happy about the show. You
could do it here. With me. Fish don’t have vocal cords. They can’t talk. But
they make all sorts of noises with their bodies. They rattle their bones, grind
their teeth. They hiss, moan. They want to communicate so badly they rub
their muscles against their swim bladders just to make a little noise.
I’m still worried about Dad’s heart. I don’t think he’s told me the whole
story.
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Ian U Lockaby

Barley Days
I remember days in the year when I knew everything—
that wild carrot root looks exact to hemlock
It was May when first I went down for labor,
left, sometimes slighted, sometimes stronger
I sloughed myself in a cropped river valley,
climbed a tree and watched all night as diesel-dipped
stones were lifted for lanterns
they’d yawn, come engorged, asterisms falling
in the soil—we butter the lights here, and churn
We stretched on thin through summer, breading
ourselves in soil stitched with bone and fry
I learned how we fed ourselves on the passing of birds
When the cold came untethered, it was clear—
some had wanted to live when the blight came, others
were ready to die
We clipped their roots finally the day it rained inside
the hot golden house where the sweetest things grew
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These were barley days in the year
As the frost built, I took to pulling fist after fist
of sugared roots out the threatening floodplain—
My little pistol once, come uprooted from my waistband,
going jump in the mud as a frog might
Have I been made violent by this work? All the killing
of small things—new strength in my body, wanting
to show
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Rachel Weaver

Expectations

T

he day I went to a murderer’s house alone, he hadn’t killed anyone
yet.

But he would, on a fall day like this one. His victim a woman whose

feet made the same sound mine did on the crushed gravel of his driveway
on this edge of Alaska.
At the sound of the truck, Nick appeared around the side of the house.
“Come on in,” he said. He pushed up his glasses offhandedly the same
way he always did, the same way I imagine he did that morning, just before
raising his rifle, the one big enough to kill a bear.
He’d offered to let me borrow his smoker to deal with all the salmon
I’d been stocking my freezer with for the winter. I had come to pick up the
smoker, had expected to load it into my truck and be off. But Alaska is quiet
in the late fall. If you’re not used to the way the weather zips up, you can
begin to feel like you can’t breathe. I figured Nick needed a little company
to get the air back into the bottom half of his lungs. And if I was honest with
myself, on that particular day, I did too.
So I followed him in the side door, down a narrow hallway, past a bed-
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room and into a large kitchen. He worked with my boyfriend at the shipyard, and we’d all hung out at the bar, but I’d never been to his house before.
“Wow. It’s nice in here.” The plants were healthy and thriving in the big
window, the countertop free of clutter and wiped clean. It was open and
airy and somehow sunny despite the heavy cloud cover outside. I lived in a
tight A-frame under a dense canopy, made tighter by the rough edges of no
electricity, no running water, and a sandpaper relationship.
“Can I make you some chai?” Nick asked, bustling by the stove as I sat
down on a stool at the island.
“Sure.” I had forgotten such a thing existed, had grown accustomed to
coffee thick and black.
Three months earlier, Nick had walked off the ferry carrying only his
wallet. He had walked into the shipyard on the day another man quit. The
owner, Smit, hired him on the spot without asking any questions. Best not
to when someone shows up, hands loose and empty, in hard-to-reach parts
of Alaska.
I took my winter hat off, curled my toes inside my heavy wool socks
and imagined Nick making omelets or a quiche for breakfast in this kitchen.
My mind flashed to my boyfriend, the way he ate a whole fried egg in one
forkful and then chewed with his mouth open.
I liked that Nick didn’t seem to know anything about fishing and boats
and rain, topics 99 percent of the conversations in this small coastal town
were centered around. He’d told me once he liked opera.
Nick moved around the kitchen in jeans and sock feet, his light brown

40

•

Rachel Weaver

hair a little long but trim. “How much fish do you have to smoke? I don’t
even know how that thing works.”
“About a hundred pounds. I appreciate you letting me borrow the
smoker. I’m sure it’ll work better than a falling-down smoke shack and a
five-gallon bucket, which is what I used last year.”
He laughed and stirred a spoonful of honey into my tea without asking.
“All salmon?”
“I caught some trout south of the slough, I’ll throw that in there too. A
winter of just salmon sucks.”
The look he gave me was so open that I felt sorry for him.
“Have you ever been anywhere like this for a whole winter?” I asked.
“No.”
“Are you staying all winter? I mean, is there somewhere you’re going
back to?”
“No.” He carried the tea over, set it in front of me and sat down on a
stool.
“Me neither,” I said, taking a sip. “I’ll bring you some smoked trout.”
“Great. Never had it.” He smiled and stirred his own tea.
He didn’t look like a hardened shipyard worker. He looked like he’d
sat in an office from eight to five everyday before loading up on the ferry.
Like he’d made his mom cherry pies and wrote cards to his employers at
Christmas.
“Why’d you come up here in the first place?” I asked.
He stood up, his stool scratching against the floor. “Let me show you
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that smoker.”
We all had bruises. I felt bad for accidently pressing on what seemed
to be one of his. I left my tea on the counter, still mostly full and steaming,
and followed him back down the stairs, a few paces back to give him room.
We both stepped into our boots at the door and I followed him along
the backside of the house to a shed. I waited just outside the door of the
shed while he ducked inside. He pulled out the smoker, stepped out of the
shed and set it at my feet, avoiding my eyes. The smoker was brand new and
expensive. “Is it yours?” I asked.
He sighed and looked at me finally. His face was too tight, the rest of
his body a little too taut. We were in a narrow-graveled walkway along the
back of the house. The tight tangle of woods was right behind me. I took a
step back toward my truck as he started talking. “I put in some extra hours
painting a guy’s boat last month. He gave me some salmon to say thanks. I
can’t stand to eat the stuff, but thought I might like it smoked, so I bought
a smoker.” It seemed a tremendous waste of money and made me think
back through times I’d been at the bar when Nick was, trying to remember
if he always spent money freely like this. Most everyone I knew in town was
broke. Subsistence fishing wasn’t a hobby, it was a necessity.
“But you haven’t used it yet?” I knew it was past time to go. I knew I
was too close to him, too out of sight of anyone else. To be a man is to live
with the ability to impose your will on any woman at any time. Most men
choose not to, a fact I bank on most all the time. To be a woman is to live
with the threat of any man at any time. I just needed a smoker. She just
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needed a renter.
Nick smiled an easy smile, one that made me think I was overreacting.
“You use it first and then come back and teach me the tricks to getting it just
right.” Perhaps he was just a sad guy living alone in the rain.
I picked up the smoker and turned toward the truck, my arms wide to
accommodate it, chest flat against the side of the round metal. The racks
inside banged loudly with the first few steps I took.
“Here,” Nick said, tight and harsh. A ripple beneath the surface. He
reached in, his arm rough against my chest as he took the smoker from me
and marched off toward the truck. I was used to reading warning signs. I’d
grown up with volatile parents, had dated volatile men, worked and lived
in a volatile landscape. But I had missed it, somehow, until we were alone
on the back side of a house.
He lifted the smoker over the side of the truck in one quick motion,
shimmied it into a corner and used the loose line in the bed of the truck to
secure it. “You should go.” His eyes flashed.
“Yeah,” I agreed. We stood on the gravel driveway three feet apart, as
they would too.
It wasn’t then. It wasn’t me. He would choose another time. A different
woman.
I got in my truck, shrugged off the sharp edges of him and drove away,
which is not how it went for her.

When the news comes in of her body and his, crumpled on that cold grav-
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el driveway, I want to scream: It’s not your fault, he was hard to read, the
lighting was too low, the rain too insistent, so much was expected of you.
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Kevin Neal

Luck

rabbits have it
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JJ Peña

what we hold in our belly
- Winner: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

an old, mexican man in a blue truck pulls up next to me as i walk to the
coffee shop down the street. he rolls down his passenger window, stares at
me, & then licks his lips. slow & seductive.1 the old man doesn’t say a word.
he just looks from my face to his crotch, which i know is blooming: a lotus
opening its petals to meet the sun.2 when i ignore him & continue walking,
he calls out: mijo! mijo! come here. i don’t respond. instead, i think about how
he could get out of his car & drag me inside without any effort, no matter
how hard i tried to make my body splinter against him. i think about how
he looks like one of my uncles, how he probably has a wife & kid at home,

1 i once read a woman started covering her body head to toe after a man
raped her. i thought she was silly to think clothes could protect us—we
could be in a stranger’s mouth in a matter of moments. my middle-aged
boss tried to do this with me, when he walked into my office, pushed a chair
against the door, & dropped his pants, hoping i’d take him in between my
legs, let him be a cloud bursting.
2 one of the perks of being seen as a sunflower by men, according to my
sister, is being desired, receiving gifts by gaze-drunk men. but i never saw
the rewards my sister promised would come my way—no violet jewels or
coastal trips, just grasping hands, a stranger’s knuckles jamming into my
hips—& the only sunflower i ever saw was wilted, with slugs chewing into
its center.
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how he’d try to penetrate me with hard fingers. i also think about how he
would feel—each touch a desperate cigarette butt extinguished.3 i tell him
i’m not interested & quicken my pace. he still follows, his car creaking in
my peripheral vision. when the coffee shop comes into sight, he honks his
horn, drawing my attention, & starts wiggling his tongue, a small worm
rattling on a hook, baiting prey. he doesn’t leave my side until i enter the
coffeeshop. i half expect for him to come after me, walk inside & say, i want
your body. what makes you think it belongs to you? 4

3 during one of my tío’s funerals, my cousin momo taught me about autopsies. when you die, they send you to the butcher. he pulls out all your insides
until you’re chewing gum. she told me our tía asked the butcher to slice up
our tío into cheese slices, which was why his casket was closed. i thought
his coffin was shut because he flew out the windshield when he crashed his
truck, high on hookers & drugs, & ended up split in half. which is a tragedy
i imagined would also happen to the old man who followed me home from
the gas station, after he tailed me for fifteen minutes & forced me to pull
over, just so he could ask if i wanted to get into his truck & have fun. fun
that would have made anyone who saw me say, you look like you’ve been to
the butcher.
4 since i was a little kid, scientists have been saying holes are in the sky. small
rips in the ozone. i used to think that meant you could see puddles in the
air, that the moon & the stars were sucking us into space. for weeks, i went
to bed hoping i’d wake rising up to the sky, my ceiling & roof crumbling
away, my blankets whooshing in the wind as i traveled to the sun. how cool
would it be to float all the way up there, in the sky, above everyone, all alone,
where you’re the only one who can praise your own body or watch it burn.
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Darcy Casey

My Sister and Other Big
Things
- Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

M

y sister has a superhuman tolerance for pain. Not the kind of
braggy-empty tolerance you hear men throwing around at a bar

about how they didn’t flinch when they got their last tattoo or how when

they shot themselves in the foot during their last hunting trip, they took
the bullet out themselves, yessah, using their grandfather’s own Swiss Army
knife.
Although she can tell those stories too. Like when we had braces and
I cried about the ache in my jaw while she crunched carrots between her
freed molars, her ache shrugged off as a side effect of teeth putting down
new roots. Or like when she got the Baddest Bunion and had her foot-bones
shaved and broken in two places only to be bolted back together whole.
After two days of crawling along the floor dragging her bruised-blackened
foot behind her, she took one oxycodone. Only one, because the comingdown shakes were seizure-bad. Only one, because she may have wanted
another, and the blood pumping through our veins is laced with addiction.
But her tolerance is more than bar-talk teeth-talk foot-talk. It’s tolerance
for the kind of pain that bends you over and finds out what you’re made of
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at the very core of your being. The kind that presses your face toward the
ground and as you feel your fibers giving in, demands of you, are you birch
or oak? Steel or web? Will you break or bend?
At nearly six feet, my sister is tall. At three times my width, my sister
is fat.
Her size makes sick demands of her, like having to check the weight
limitations of chairs under the gaze of curious restaurant diners and then
walking away, hungry, because there were no booths and the tag said 300
pounds. Like last Thanksgiving, while our family argued about outdoor
survival and Dad, not comprehending nutritional deficiencies, insisted my
sister would last longest because her body would eat fat for weeks. Her,
putting down her next bite of sunflower-yellow squash, saying nothing but
probably, maybe, thinking about survival.
Her tolerance is the persistent but barely perceived tolerance for taking
up space in places that try hard to reject her like skin rejects a splinter.
My sister tries not being fat. Younger, there were concerns about bullies
and how fast she could run. Older, there are concerns about health and the
longevity of her life. Our family tries to help her with our metastasizing
advice. We tell her things like cut out carbs and sometimes give her real
gifts too, like Atkins cookbooks and bariatric surgery pamphlets. The thin,
smiling women printed on these books and papers promise a new life but
don’t deliver. My cousin’s advice, voiced with the authority of a blessing,
was given on a chilly, mosquito-bitten evening in northern Maine through
the jaundiced glow of a flashlight. Eat only what and when your sister eats.
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These words rested heavy in the air, hovering like fog but we were so far
from the ocean. My sister blinked at me, taking in my lack of bones-skinmuscle, and ate a Slim Jim, which was okay because I was eating one too.
Growing up, I worried about the number of freckles on my pale cheeks
and whether my right eye was drooping (it was). My sister, her worries
proportionately larger than mine, hid them behind curtains of angst about
friends and her future major (it would be biology). None of us could realize
that the sum of a woman is more than her outward appearance, so my sister
absorbed our criticism-disguised-as-help, our words sharp and exact like a
doctor’s scalpel, cutting quick through individual layers and so honed she
could pretend to ignore the flaying.
Going out one evening I tossed outfit after outfit on my bed and each
discarded set of clothes produced more tears, more disquiet, until at last
frustration and those final five pounds overwhelmed me and I gritted my
braces-free teeth and lamented my fatness. My sister looked at me from
beside the pile of clothes that, should she try to wear them, could barely be
pulled to her knees. With tear-free eyes and a cat-quiet voice she said she
thought I was beautiful and also not fat. As she adjusted the waistband of
her jeans and looked down at her phone, I looked at her and felt thin and
also small.
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Stephen Hundley

Our Little Tradition
- Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

E

very time I leave, I take a stone from your driveway. Any rock will do.
I slip it in the pouch of my cheek to keep a while. To press and bully

with my tongue. To force against the roof of my mouth until the crushed
granites rattled out over the path to your home wear smooth. Until the
dusty quartz shines new. Then I swallow.
When you see this behavior, you are not surprised. You say your mother
walked through a desert. After Poland and the occupation. You say she
carried your brother on her hip and sucked a stone when she was thirsty. It’s
a trick of the mind, an old farmer’s tale, but the stone, you say, will absorb
the saliva, will hold, in the recesses of its geology, whatever seeps from the
glands tucked against your gums. But there are no deserts in France, my
love. In Belgium, the dikes are blown. The farmer’s fields are sown with
salt. And your mother, she doesn’t have the stomach for the oil spot beneath

your car.
This time, I’ll be gone for good, and where does that leave our little
tradition? You, with your arms wrapped across your chest, and me, with my
fingers welded shut, turned into shovels, hard at work scraping the gravel lot
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into jagged gem piles and making them disappear. It takes a day to get it all.
All the things a stone can do to a body, these have done to mine. In
the mornings I am someplace new, grouchy in the midsection and hunched
over the toilet, waiting on the hairband that broke from your wrist while
you carried groceries from the trunk to reappear in my ceramic bowl. I’m
waiting for the errant cigarette butts, dead lizards, bird shit. For all the
stones that came home, stuck in the soles of our shoes or else rattling in the
toe-boxes of our boots: Georgia gneiss, Carolina shale, Maine blue. For the
busted up concrete that pricked my bare feet when I went to check the mail.
What I get is a few gurgling burbs; a persistent bloat.
You say you don’t mind that I chew tire shreds and cream my coffee
with the pulverized remnants of seashells, ferried nearly home in your sun
hat before it upended and left them shattered in the parking lot. I hoover
what’s left of them with the rest. You say it’s fine that I’m leaving, but won’t
I please stay gone.
I’m sleeping on my side and fearing aspiration, that your driveway will
resurface in the night and fill my lungs, or else I’ll wake with it piled all
around me, and I’ll have to remember where each pebble fits against the
next. Where every busted thing went.
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Rochelle Jewel Shapiro

Hand to Mouth
What you need is a good frask in di punim,
one you won’t forget. What a groyse moyl on you.
A daughter, the third no less, to tell her father
she won’t eat canned peaches with sour cream on top.
When the Cossacks galloped into Berdichev, murdering Jews,
murdering my brothers, I had to hide in the Black Forest,
live on roots and berries, my shit a farshtunken river,
peaches and sour cream a faraway dream, like America.
Look how the peaches shine in the syrup, how light glows
off the cream like from the kop of Moses in those paintings
that make goyim think Jews have horns,
like they need another reason to murder us.
Pick up the spoon. Eat or you’ll get such a frask
in di punim, one you won’t forget.
Father, dead these forty-three years, here you are,
sitting at my kitchen table in your sleeveless undershirt
and Bermuda shorts that hang low over your growling belly.
You lean forward, your blue eyes watching to make sure I eat
every bit on my plate. I still flinch at the threat of your big hand.
I flinch when I think of you, at four, shivering
in that forest, hiding in the underbrush,
hearing the panting, the snarling of the Cossacks’ dogs
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hunting for Jews, your small pug nose and your throat
filled with the smoke of your burning village,
the burnt pine trees hanging from the reeking sky
like fishbones, America as far away as peaches, as sour cream,
as your third daughter, whose cheeks still smart with your frasks.
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Andrew Joseph Kane

P ower

W

hen they shot Sailor Boy, Juney McKittrick left the road and
walked straight into the White Bear Lake, and it wasn’t till sunset

the Mahoning Police caught her wading up to her earlobes. And it was sad
to see her brought in like that, her dress dark even under that blanket the
deputy put on her—not wrapped in, just laid on her shoulders so it hung
like a sort of cape—though with all the ruckus she kicked up some of us
might’ve shook our heads, knowing what we knew.
Juney’d say it started with the UpTownElectric man, but we knew it
probably went back further to her husband Pat McKittrick—some used to
call him Paddy McKittrick. Pat, or Paddy, he worked, like all the old guys,

up in the mines, and then, like all the old guys, collected disability. His
check wasn’t from black lung like most (though he had it). His was from
when the mines were still open. In the end, in the ‘60s, Number 9 it must’ve
been, down in Lansford, he had some terrible accident, and they had to take
his foot and half his leg. He’d married Juney before this, but now he only
had the one leg so she had to fend for the two of them, the disability only
covering so much.
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So Juney went and got work with the church, the rectory, and cleaning
too at the school, sweeping and scrubbing after the kids. Soon enough they
put her out to digging graves with the men, miners her husband Paddy’d
worked with, all of them wheezing with pleurisy and cigarettes bobbing
down there in those holes. She went down there swinging a pick and let the
men scoop out the diggings. Afterwards the men set to filling them. Men
burying men till most of them were gone.
Back at home, down in their little rancher on White Bear Road, Pat
was there feeling sorry for himself like all the old guys (and maybe jealous
too, his wife in the graves with his buddies). And the story’s the same as it
is now, except then it was just drink and not things like oxy and heroin and
all that. And sure he was nasty, and no they never had kids, but the point
isn’t about what he did to her. It’s about how she got sent out into the world
cause of what happened to him. Most women in those days, they just made
the supper and pressed the shirts and on and on. So when he died up in
the house—congestive heart failure or whatever it was—Juney didn’t step
out like some Cinderella looking for a prince. She knew what it was in the
world, how under every sawdust pile there’s a puke slick.
Sure, she’d play basket bingo and get her hair done at Lizzie’s like the
rest of us, but she was also going out. She’d go to Atlantic City. Bus trips to
New York to see a show. Leave from the church parking lot, all crumbled to
gravel. He never would’ve gone, Pat. Too embarrassed about his leg or who
knows. Couldn’t stand straight even if he was sober (that’s terrible I know).
And there Juney goes by herself. She ate out at least a couple nights a week
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too. Said she didn’t like to keep cooped up. She’d put on a nice top and do
her makeup—she was always picking some new outfit up—but she wasn’t
looking for any husband, she’d say. Lizzie’s nephew Bruce got Juney Sailor
Boy ‘cause he thought she was lonely. She took him anyway, Sailor Boy,
little Yorkie mix. She’d put little sweaters and things on him. Silly things.

• • •

But that was before any of this. Before Juney was out there in the tent, half
in the woods, all bundled up, three jackets and a sleeping bag, living like
a gypsy. God it was terrible to see. But the UpTownElectric man, when he
showed up, it all hit the shitter as they say. These folks—electric companies,
energy providers, whatever—they call all day and all night if you let them.
We had a landline with the ringer off, thirty-some missed calls in a week one
time. I bet half were these folks.
So one day the man comes to the door—talk about old-fashioned—and
he’s a nice-looking young guy to hear her tell it. She probably was flirting
with him probably. And who cares? Good for her. She’s been alone down
there in the house thirty-some years now. Young guy comes to the door,
and he’s from UpTownElectric. New company, he says. Are you happy with
your bill? he says. Well, she doesn’t know. So he asks to see it, and sure, she
brings it. And look at this, he says, we can do better. Cheaper by the month
we can do, these regulations lifted now. Good for everyone ‘cause the little
guys like us can buy the runoff electric from the big guys. And the big guys
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are just out to scalp you anyway, and when was the last time they were quick
to fix you during a blackout and all this. So blah blah-blah blah-blah. Talks
her into it—signs her up. And why not, yeah?
Juney started bragging about this. It’s so sad to think now, how it all
went. Poor woman, she just couldn’t be frugal. And so a cheaper utility, she
thought it’s buried treasure.
First month, take a look at this, she says. I don’t know why you girls
don’t switch too. These UpTownElectric boys should have lines round the
block, folks wanting to switch.
She used to carry the bill around with her. In her pocketbook. Right
here, she says, in black and white. And we did think about it and look at
it and nod our heads. Good for her, we thought, widow that she is. Saving
something here and there. She deserves it. We all liked Juney.

• • •

Next couple months, same story. She stopped carrying each new bill ‘cause
we were sick of it, but still she’d bring it up at Lizzie’s, waiting to use the
dryer. How much she was saving per month thanks to the UpTownElectric
boys. Like there was an office of sharp young fellas just waiting to take care
of her. We sure didn’t have any office of fellas waiting on us.
Anyway, all of a sudden one day Juney shuts up. Shows up at Lizzie’s
for her appointment, and she don’t say a peep. There were four chairs in
Lizzie’s, two for cut-and-wash, two for dry. Sarah Nowak (she can be a real
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pip), she’s not drying, but she’s sitting in one anyway, kind of kicking her
knee over her leg watching Juney get a touch up. She decides to ask how the
UpTownElectric boys are.
Oh don’t get me started, Juney goes.
Oh yeah?
The last bill went up. Way up.
Oh? Sarah goes.
Yeah. Oh.
That’s the last appointment Juney showed up for. Turns out Lizzie’d
been taking checks from Juney, for her hair, and they were bouncing. Heard
that through Sarah Nowak not Lizzie. Lizzie’d never tell such a thing, except
now maybe. Lizzie, she’s a saint and anyone’ll say so, she didn’t say one peep
with everyone there. She still called to check in though, Lizzie did. But next
time she went to call Juney, the line’s disconnected.
A couple of us went over after that. Down to the rancher on White Bear
Road. I hadn’t been to her place in some time. The fence posts were wanting
paint. The siding had all that green gunk that needed to be power-washed
out. With the lake and the mildew, I worried for her. I pointed at it, and
Sarah tut-tutted, but Lizzie said hush. We knocked on the door, said we’re
just checking in, making sure everything’s ok. We even brought a little cake
Christine Fronheiser baked. Juney’s in there. Sailor Boy’s in there. Yapping
like mad. Not a light on in the place. She had an old coal oil lamp—must’ve
been Pat’s or her mother’s or father’s. She didn’t look happy to see us, even
though we’re smiling and offering her cake. She didn’t look unhappy either.
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It was like she didn’t care if we came or went.
Well, after sitting around the table in the near dark, not having the cake
(Christine didn’t push it, just set it on the counter by the Mr. Coffee), Juney
didn’t tell us anything. Acted like this was just the usual routine. It took
Lizzie going back by herself and finally it came out. Turns out the bills went
up, three, four, five times the original amounts. Each one getting bigger and
bigger even though she said she’s using less and less. And she’s calling them,
and they’re telling her about the contract. So Lizzie asked to see the bills,
and if I know her, Lizzie probably wrote her a check too. Saint.
Sarah Nowak brought Juney’s bills to her Ronny. Ronny ran the bills in
that house. Lizzie gave them to Sarah, and Sarah brought them to Ronny.
He’s the one came back with all the answers. How they swindled her—
UpTownElectric—they’re pirates, he says. Variable rates and all this. They
can swap it at the drop of a hat. First you pay one price, looks nice so they
can lock you in, then they jack the rates. You can’t keep up, so they cut the
cord. He makes calls, Ronny, and he comes up with: There’s nothing much
to do. She signed it. They’re allowed to do it. Free market.

• • •

Financial fragility is what Lizzie said. Turns out Juney didn’t have
anything saved. Burned through Paddy’s life insurance, through her
earnings from the church. Living off Social Security, a fixed income like all
of us. But these bills start throwing the whole thing off. So dominoes, yeah?

60

•

Andrew Joseph Kane

Electric goes, obviously cable goes, she lets the heating go, she can’t afford
the trash collection. Lizzie and Christine, they’d take a trip and pick up
her bins—mix her trash with their trash for the trash men. What a fiasco!
City sewer, city water, shut them down. She can’t pay, turn them off. Well
then she still has to go to the bathroom. I don’t even want to think about
it. She must’ve been cooking on the grill, or I don’t know what she was
eating. Maybe they were bringing her meals too. She liked to eat out, so
who knows? Folks were treating her maybe. Folks liked Juney.
Next thing you know, the township’s knocking on her door. She’s got
to keep up or clear out. This is what they told her. Trash collection and
maintaining the property and all. They mention the sewer situation. And
yeah, there’s buckets out back. God forgive me. Juney, she went on about
UpTownElectric. The township guys didn’t want to listen, but off she went.
Juney said the debt she owed—credit cards she took out to pay credit cards
she took out to pay credit cards—they’ve sent the debt collectors and the
agencies. Can you imagine? Lizzie Colson said some van came and they
took things from Juney’s living room—the TV and the radio and whatnot.
What’s an old radio to them? It’s not doing Juney any good, not without
power. But the township guys, they didn’t care about the vans coming to
take her stuff. They’re just giving the notice. Taped a sign to the door. Big
letters. Yellow paper.

• • •
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We all of us visited again. Daytime so at least we could see. Brought some
more food, tried to cheer her up maybe. That old rancher, if it looked bad
that first visit, now it was something else. After the debt collectors came and
went, there were all the indents left in the carpet—here’s where the stereo
was, here’s the marks from the TV stand.
Lizzie Colson had tried to warn us about the state Juney was in. She
said Juney hadn’t done the wash, that she needed to do the wash. That’s how
Lizzie said it. What I would’ve said was Juney had a real stink going, the
poor woman. Hair limp without the perm, house dress just sticking to her.
It was more than just “doing the wash.”
Lizzie was going around sweeping things up. Christine Fronheiser was
cutting up a little casserole she made. Sarah Nowak and me were sitting at
the table with Juney.
What are you going to do? I asked her.
Why don’t you see if you can get some hours at the church again?
Christine said. Maybe sweep up on the weekends or who knows? Father
Dalton might need someone, so why don’t you ask?
I ain’t never shoveling shit again, Juney said.
What about some other part time job? Sarah Nowak said.
What about Wal-Mart, what about the Dollar General? I knew they
were always hiring.
But Juney wouldn’t hear it. It’s like none of this had anything to do
with her.
It’s the UpTownElectric man, she said.
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The UpTownElectric, Sarah said.
God knows he ain’t gonna help! I said.
What did I ever do? Juney said. The same sad story.
Sarah rolled her eyes. I got hard then. Someone had to, I figured. Only
so much could get done with cakes and visits and picking up a grown
woman’s trash.
What would Paddy think? I asked.
Juney just stared for a while.
Paddy? Juney said.
What I mean is, wouldn’t Paddy think it a real shame? Sitting here
feeling sorry for yourself?
And what did he ever do but that? Juney said.
Ok. So why do it yourself then?
Is that what you think I’m doing?
What else would you call it? You’ve got all of us running around here,
taking care of every last thing, while you go on pouting in the dark—
Maude, Lizzie said, giving me the look. She had rubber gloves on and
was wiping up the sink.
Lizzie Colson, I said. You’re too good for your own good. You’re
certainly too good for Juney’s good.
Don’t you speak for me, Maude, Lizzie told me. Juney’s our friend.
She’d do the same for us if we needed it.
Would she? Sarah Nowak said.
All I know is you got to do something, I said.
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If that’s all you know—Juney said. But then she stopped.
Juney was quiet the rest of the time, and we didn’t prod, just ate the
casserole off paper plates then left.
So at this point, Lizzie Colson was the only one helping out Juney. We
didn’t talk about it at our hair appointments. Didn’t bring it up with Lizzie
at all. The township was coming to evict Juney, ready or not. I just know
Lizzie told Juney to move in with her. Juney’s so damn proud, what do you
think she said?
So what did they do? They evicted her. From her own house! The
Mahoning Police came to escort her out, lock up the door. Juney was
out with some bags of clothes and Sailor Boy on his little leash. This was
March. It’s still cold up here in March. Juney don’t care. She just set up out
there. A little tent, a little fire going. It’s just like camping for her. A regular
adventure!

• • •

Juney started showing up at the township meetings then, oh Lord. Sailor
Boy under her arm. She hadn’t “done the wash,” but she put on a nice outfit,
combed her hair, in she strolled. She sat there through the meeting, and
when the question session came at the end she started in.
How come no one looks out for no one no more?
What? these township fellas are saying.
How come these UpTownElectric guys are even allowed in the county?
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Who? they go.
How come it’s OK to kick an old lady out of her house but not say no
to these pirates? (Pirates is what Ronny called them.)
The fellas in there just sort of blinked at her, didn’t know what to do.
Even though she’s trying, she did still look like a kind of hobo. Someone
you’d see down Philly or Allentown or somewhere. Pushing around grocery
carts. Wild but tired.
Sailor Boy started yapping. They told her the dog has to go.
Cowards, she called them, cowards!
That was the March meeting, but she kept showing up. April. They’re
ready for her now. They made her tie Sailor Boy to the streetlight. She
wouldn’t do it, so someone called Lizzie Colson for her, and down Lizzie
went. Saint, she took the little dog for the meeting. Sat with him or took
him for a walk (how sweet). In the meeting, at the questions at the end,
they got the notice and the paperwork, they’re ready, and they talked her
through it calm as a cucumber. She still didn’t understand.
True, they said, we never had to evict anyone before, but no one has let
their responsibilities go like you have.
Responsibilities? She started screaming.
And they just leaned back and looked at each other.
May now, it’s like both sides had been waiting all month just for this.
Juney, meantime, she’s still living like a wild woman. Sometimes folks’d see
her in the Dollar General buying who knows with money she got from
wherever. If you saw her walking past while you were driving, God you just
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rolled up the window and stared straight ahead. May meeting came, Lizzie’s
ready to take Sailor Boy. Juney’s wearing a dress, pretty blue flowers, eye
shadow like she’s going out to eat. Question session comes, they had the
Mahoning Police there, an officer wearing a gun belt. Juney started in just
like always. They told her they’d put in a complaint, registered a complaint
on her behalf, as a courtesy to her, to the Better Business Bureau against
UpTownElectric. And turns out this UpTownElectric, they’ve got maybe
one star—worst rating you can get. What they’ll do, UpTownElectric, the
township fellas said, they predict they’ll fold. No more UpTownElectric
is what they think. But they’ll probably just rebrand, start again, different
name, get the same deal up again.
Juney asked what about her home.
What about it?
The officer with the gun belt wouldn’t even look at her.
They started to take other questions, and there were one or two old
folks in there who wanted to ask about the noise in Rankin Park after sunset
hours and electronics recycling, but Juney wouldn’t quit.
She started howling, Give me my house back. Give me my house back.
The township fellas tried to quiet her down, they tried to shout her
down. She kept on.
The officer took her out. Outside Sailor Boy’s there with Lizzie Colson.
Sailor Boy saw the officer and Juney screaming, he jumped up, latched onto
the officer’s hand. Officer’s cussing now, Sailor Boy wouldn’t let go. Officer
started swinging the little dog around, still wouldn’t let go. Well then you
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know the rest. Took out his pistol.
After that, she walked, didn’t even say nothing to the man who just
killed her dog, walked down the hill, down through the trees, straight into
the lake. Lizzie’s yelling at the police, people were yelling in the street, a real
crowd was forming. Sarah called me when she heard and we went down
and saw Juney out there in the water, waist deep, wading slow, staring at the
other shore. We were all of us shouting to her, and when she was no more
than a little head bobbing, the Mahoning Police finally showed up to collect
her. She let them. You’re not allowed to drown yourself in the lake.
I saw her being brought in from that, wet from the neck down, shaking
like the old woman she was. Going up the pebbles to the cruiser idling, the
blanket they put on her dropped, and you could see the reason they put
it on her was because her dress had ripped, split straight up the back, and
now you could see her underwear there beneath it. I won’t describe it, but
it made us all gasp, and I ran then, or moved as quick as I could, to try to
cover her up, with that blanket or her dress or my own self, but when I
got to the men helping her into the back, someone else had lifted it to her
shoulders and held the door to let her in.

• • •

My boy Jake and his boy Jakey, they go down to that lake, White Bear Lake,
and they ride around on the boat, whipping the inner tube off the back.
And me and Jake’s wife Celine and their little girl Amber, we’ll watch them
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in the boat, and we’ll talk about this and that. I’ll tell them how I used to
burn every meal I cooked when I first got married, and how my husband
Big Jake used to like to sit on the porch after dinner no matter the weather,
no matter the season. And what it was like before they flooded all this to
make the lake. Not that I remember, but I heard the stories. And there’s
things I won’t tell them. About how I got drunk off the holy wine in eighth
grade with my friends Peg Rothermel and Mary Ryan, how one night I lit
a fire in my uncle Frank’s coal shed and nearly burned half the mountain
down, how it felt to push a pin into the place on my leg Skip Turley kissed
the night we went up the Switchback, and other things. The boat’ll keep
buzzing. We’ll keep watching. They’ll listen to what I have to say. When I
tell them what Juney’d done.
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Michael Juliani

In a Therapeutic Boarding School
for Adolescent Girls
An off-duty cop woke you one morning,
handcuffed you to an armrest
on an Amtrak train and said nothing
till it pulled into a city named for orange trees
replaced by tract houses.
You don’t think it’s transformative
to go four months without hearing music, to jump
into a swimming pool more pavement
than water in a hillside terrace
that has a pebbled deck, a pool table,
ping-pong, and moonlight
waving in the deep end.
The days keep passing but you won’t shower,
won’t say a word except of writing
that purple book of sonnets
you still owe your ninth-grade
English teacher. One of the counselors
says in group that she knows
a heart can swim
around a living room, through the steel
kitchen and bedrooms
like a horsefly. There is much you can do
and still keep quiet. You can dream of black
snow, a ski resort with a thousand doors
along its infinite merlot carpet.
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You can imagine a Hells Angel
turning on a swivel chair, a few strands of devil-red
wig with blonde roots tacked
to the wall beside a page of addresses.
As it stands you are mourning
like the human equivalent of an unplugged phone.
You are not alone in this. You are not
the filling of a tooth
hardening in the numbness
of a cheek. You are not an old pillbox
sense-blazed with war.
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Ed Hamilton

Freeway Market, Anaheim, CA 1982
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Mickey Haldi

Small Fry
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Mickey Haldi

Couch Potato
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Megan Scherrer

Ocean
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Aspen Kelly

Winsor
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Elijah Janka Garrard

Sunk
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Matt Greene

M udslides

N

ine-to-five I was co-teacher of the “Forest Kids,” and we pretty
much did nothing at all. In fact, when Miss Sally and I tried to

plan a big activity, the kids would get mad, call us names, whine, scream,

throw chairs and rocks, knife our tires. I admired them for their spunk,
their honesty, and hated them all the same. Because for all their strength
they were also weak, quick to cry, to whine, to turn against each other over
a touchdown or missing Pokémon card.
Miss Sally, my co-teacher, was an alcoholic. Her twenties had just
escaped her and soon mine would too. We clung to our youth like cadavers,
hustled the kids at Monopoly, ate seconds and thirds of special snack when
they weren’t looking. We made for a good pair, except on the days when
both of us showed up hungover.
One day a child took a piece of broccoli and flung it at the girl who
talked to her stuffed animals.
“Go sit in the corner,” Miss Sally said. She never needed to raise her
voice. When she spoke, they trembled. They listened.
Mostly we’d pass the time riding the mudslides. It was easy money. The
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bus driver would leave us at the drop point and the kids would jump right
in. We’d slide all day, the kiddos rolling around in the muck, picking BandAids and cigarette butts out of their teeth, until we reached the pickup spot
and headed home. The sliding required little to no supervision.
As the landscape changed from basalt crags to piney bluffs to small,
cookie-cutter developments, I’d tell Miss Sally about what I’d been up
to lately with Hal at the phone booths next to the Chevron/McDonald’s
combo, where we’d drink tall boys and nod to the folks who passed us on
their way to and from the tree by the overpass, with their BMX bikes and
backpacks, a certain quality of affectionate desperation as they nodded back
hello. Miss Sally would tell me about whatever dive she’d been to last, about
how many she put back, about who she had to punch, about who she had
to kiss.
I’m not sure how she felt, but I needed the conversation. If I watched
the churning mud too long I got the feeling the mud was stripping away
my consciousness.
Most of the kids loved the trips, although a few hadn’t gotten their mud
legs yet.
Milton was such a kid. He’d shown up midsummer like a castaway.
Maybe he’d been chewed up and spit out by another day camp. Maybe he
was new to town. Milton raced his Hot Wheels when the other kids were
busy playing girls-versus-boys tag.
When it came time for Milton’s first mudslide, it didn’t take.
“I can’t do it,” he said. The other kids had shot out of the school bus and
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straight into the mud. It was like a commercial for outdoor wear except all
of the children were uglier.
“Oh, you totally can,” I said.
“No,” he said. He kept his head down and rubbed his hands together.
“It’s simple,” I said. “You just slide on the mud.”
“I don’t know, Mr. Mike.”
“Yes you do.”
I wanted to swear, to watch his face as the word bullshit carried through
the air.
“Would you hold my hand?”
“No.”
Miss Sally and the other kids had to be miles ahead by now, surging on
the slapping channels of brown mud.
“We have to go. Now.”
“I don’t know, Mr. Mike.”
I could feel the rage beginning to simmer.
“Milton!”
Milton began to cry. His face became pathetic. He needed a hug. In
fact, I felt the urge to hug him, to pat his back, say it was OK, but we had
a company policy of no physical contact from male staff (except for high
fives) that I hid behind as an excuse to be detached from my work.
“High five?” I said.
And then, just like that, I took off. The mudslide had changed path and
taken me with it. It was electric. I could feel it tingle as I zipped past felled
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homes, great buttes and pinnacles of stone.
I thought Milton was swept up with me, but when I looked back he
was nowhere to be seen.
When I caught up with Miss Sally, she had the Forest Kids backed into
a cave. She chucked tree limbs at them when they tried to creep out.
“One of us will have to go look for Milton,” I said.
“I can hold down the fort,” she said, smacking a pine limb against her
open palm like a switch.
I found a countercurrent and slid back to where I’d left Milton, only he
wasn’t there. I kept sliding, watched the landscape transform from scabland
to Palouse hills and fields of wheat as my ass and legs scraped against
chimneys and tree tops.
Eventually I got hungry and stopped at Billy Burger in Wilbur for a
quick bite.
“You seen Milton?” I asked the cashier. She looked like she might’ve
been his age.
“Who’s asking?” she said.
“I’m his co-teacher.”
“I seen lots of Miltons. Blue ones. Red ones. Survivalist ones. Socialist
ones. Ones who didn’t look like they were from around these parts.”
“You’d know this Milton if you saw him. He wears a fanny pack full of
Hot Wheels.”
“Oh yeah? What kind of Hot Wheels we talkin’?”
“Well let’s see, there’s Blue Goose and Red Racer and Wheat Baron
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and Mike Peddy and the Revvverend and RX5 and Mad Mike and Trolley
Dodger and Big Bumper and Tex LV and maybe Smith Rock.”
“You eating or just talking?” she said.
I ordered a Billy Basket and she told me to sit down and wait ‘cuz it
might take a while.
Behind the cashier was a girl who might have been the cashier’s sister,
younger, chopping white onions with a knife big enough to pop a truck tire.
A woman with heavy bags under her eyes haunted the back.
I took a seat in the dining area. The tables were spread with plastic
gingham tablecloths. Nearby a man in jean overalls read the paper. His
wife stared at me. When I stared back, she didn’t smile, or grimace, or even
flinch.
I grabbed a copy of the paper from a rack by the door. The paper was
sloppy like it’d been laid out by a child. On page four the county assessor
had penned an article in support of the county auditor.
Those things you’ve heard are bunch of malarkey, it said. In my twelve years
as assessor I’ve never once seen the auditor fudge a number, not once.
When I’d finished my burger, I asked everyone if they’d seen Milton, but
they hadn’t. If the wife of the man in overalls had seen him, she wouldn’t say.
I left through the saloon doors and into the open air. Mudslides surged
across wheat fields. The mud looked about ready to wash away the restaurant.
Poking my head back in, I said, “Hey, you might wanna look out.
Mudslide headed this way.”
The man flipped the page and his wife stared at the tablecloth and the
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family in the back shuffled as if asleep.
If they didn’t want to get out the way, well, then they deserved it. They
all deserved it.
Mud overtook Billy’s neon mug flickering at the curb of Highway 2
and I dove in with a butterfly stroke then flipped onto my back to enjoy the
ride. It was about five when I rolled back to day camp, told Miss Sally that
Milton was a goner, and punched out.
Hal couldn’t believe it.
“Fucking children these days,” he said, and he finished his tall boy and
placed it on a ledge in the phone booth. He grabbed another and cracked it.
I could never get over the satisfaction of opening a beer can, the fizzle, pop,
froth. “Fucking people. I bet they voted for Trump too.”
“Hey look,” I said.
I could see mud coming down the interstate and spilling over the sides
of the elevated roadway.
“Never thought it would come to this,” Hal said.
“You hear about these things, but they feel so distant.”
We ran up to folks under the tree, but they weren’t budging. They didn’t
seem to listen, not even when we shook them by the shoulders and sprayed
cold beer in their faces.
“Opioids,” I said.
“I bet they voted for Trump,” Hal said.
“What matters is, they voted.”
The mud came and leveled the tree but the Chevron/McDonald’s with
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its gas pumps and phone booths was lifted whole and deposited in a much
more scenic location east of the city. I bought us a couple more tall boys,
Modelos. When I came back out, Hal had one of the phones up to his ear.
“No signal,” he said.
The next day at work Milton’s mother said it was all Milton’s fault and
they didn’t see any reason to press charges, but could we please keep an eye
out for him?
“I guess so,” Miss Sally said. “But it’s your fault you raised a little chick
afraid to leave the nest while the iceberg is melting.”
“Pardon?” Milton’s mother said. She intimidated me in her sharp
business casual.
“It’s just a turn of phrase,” I said.
The mother nodded slowly as if she understood, but she didn’t seem to.
I wasn’t sure I did either.
We went out to the mudslides again and rode and rode.
“Wooooeee!” the kids said.
“Howdy doody!” I said, feeling enthusiastic.
Just then I felt a sharp poke on my leg and found the Blue Goose all
slicked up with mud. Mud had gotten so lodged in the ball bearings that
the wheels wouldn’t roll.
“Milton,” I said, holding the Goose up for Miss Sally to see.
We decided to ride the mud to a fire lookout so the kids could use their
young, untaxed eyes to try and spot him.
“Milton!” they shouted.
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“Here, Milton, here!” they said.
Just as we were getting ready to leave, the girl who talked to her stuffed
animals found Big Bumper. She held it up over her head and the other kids
gathered around her.
“Milton,” she said.
We called Milton’s mother and told her we believed her boy to be lost
forever in the mud. We believed her son to have become the very earth
and soil, and that as such he could be a force for change, not positive or
negative change, mind you, merely the wrath of the land, the cost of rapid
development.
“That’s all well and good,” she said, her voice cracking over the phone
booth speaker, “but could you please keep an eye out for him?”
That night I dreamed Milton had become the king of France. He
wandered the shoreline of the Riviera, asking where the whales were.
“You know,” I said.
“I don’t know,” he said.
“Yes you do.”
“Mr. Mike. Mr. Mike! I don’t know!”
When I got to day camp, Milton was there. The camp director said he’d
been waiting outside when she’d arrived in the morning. Milton didn’t look
so hot. He was pale and wore an empty fanny pack.
“Where are your Hot Wheels?” I asked him.
He turned away and began to walk toward the board game shelf, but
stopped after three steps. He stayed in that spot for nearly an hour until one
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of the kids poked him and he fell over.
“You feeling alright?” I said.
He didn’t say anything.
“You want an ice pack?”
He didn’t respond but I got him one anyway. I put it in his hand, then
put his hand on his head, but the ice pack fell to the floor. After a couple
tries, I balanced the ice pack on the other side of his head, along with Blue
Goose and Big Bumper.
“See? No biggie. We’ll find your Hot Wheels.”
Miss Sally was busy playing beach-themed bingo with the other Forest
Kids.
“Milton isn’t doing so well,” I said.
“Not my problem,” she said.
When his mom came, she was on the same page as Miss Sally.
“I’m not taking him,” Milton’s mother said. “He’s broken. See?” She
lifted one of his arms and then released, allowing the arm to flop down to
his side. He teetered a bit then came to a stop.
I decided to take care of Milton. He wasn’t so bad. He just didn’t know
sometimes.
We went out to the Valley, east of town, to the Chevron/McDonald’s
and our newly relocated phone booths. Milton was about as interested in
his tall boy as the ice pack.
“Let’s find him some Hot Wheels,” Hal said.
They didn’t sell Hot Wheels at the Chevron/McDonald’s, nor the City
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Market n’ Gas, nor the Conoco. The Shell station did, but the guy said they
were out of stock.
“When will they be back in stock?” I asked.
“Listen, mister, don’t get smart with me.”
“Guy probably voted for fucking Trump,” Hal said. We stole the Shell
station guy’s car and told Milton it was the world’s biggest Hot Wheel.
Still, Milton didn’t speak. He just rolled around the back seat, pale and
sick-looking.
“He probably has to eat,” I said.
“And drink,” Hal said.
We bought him McDonald’s, but he wouldn’t touch it, so we forced the
fries into his mouth and moved his jaw with our hands to affect chewing.
He coughed up the fries in chunks.
“Poor kid,” Hal said.
“I think he’s broken.”
The next day the boss lady told me that if Milton was to keep coming
to day camp I’d have to start paying the bill. The bill was about equal to
my salary.
“Fine,” I said. “Whatever.”
Milton had become a lot better at riding the mudslides. He’d sit there,
stiff as a board, as the current carried him.
“Yay!” the kids said.
“Hullabaloo!” Miss Sally said.
Of course, Milton said nothing.
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Things had changed between Miss Sally and I. She wouldn’t say it, but
I don’t think she liked that I had taken Milton in. I’d crossed some line and
there was no going back. When I asked her about her night or weekend
she’d say it was fine. No longer did she tell about breaking a barstool to
make a point or dancing the mambo at a tavern on the edge of the city.
She didn’t ask about the phone booths anymore. I think it bugged her that
I cared. About my job, about what happened to Milton. Only, I wasn’t
sure that I did care. It was more obligation, a nagging anxiety I felt in my
stomach when I thought about the kid. Maybe that was caring.
I did have my doubts, though. Did it make any difference what I did?
Would Milton be any worse off if I left him next to the dumpster behind
Target?
As the weeks passed, we found all his Hot Wheels in the mud. But
Milton still wouldn’t talk. Remembering my own gloomy teen years, I
couldn’t help but wonder if this wasn’t a normal phase for a boy. I imagined
buying him Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, which I’d read in
ninth grade English, to help him process the pain of growing, and then
realized it was an idea so terrible I better not tell anyone, ever.
That night at the phone booths, I told Hal and Milton about my high
school English teacher, Mr. Nicholson, who’d come to class ten minutes late
on the first day of school. He busted in like ball lightning and smacked the
table while he recited Blake’s “Tyger, Tyger.”
“Burning bright, in the forest of the night…” I said.
“You’re gonna like high school,” Hal told Milton, probably lying.
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I slept in the Shell station guy’s car those days because I couldn’t afford
rent after Milton’s day camp fees. Milton got the back seat and I took the
driver’s. It was a good thing he never ate or drank, because I couldn’t afford
it.
That night I dreamt the mudslides carried the car away, all the way to
Hong Kong. When I woke up, I realized it wasn’t a dream.
“Look, Milton,” I said. “Mong Kok!”
We walked the market and looked at the neon signs climbing the span of
entire buildings. I found a phone booth, spacious, red and British-looking,
and called Hal long distance and told him to join us, but our convo got
interrupted by my boss calling to say I was fired for not showing up.
As much as I’d liked the phone booth back home, the ones in Hong
Kong were even better.
I set up shop outside a Circle K at a phone booth with a big chamber to
stand in. There was no front door for insulation, but the nights were warm.
At Circle K they sold cheap premade sandwiches and even cheaper cans of
pineapple that provided all the nutrition I needed. With several pineapple
can lids and some rubber bands and scissors I borrowed from the clerk, I
jerry-rigged the booth so I didn’t have to pay.
Hal provided updates on life back home.
“The mud gets worse every day. Yesterday a Budweiser plant was wiped
away, just like that.”
“They just can’t keep up with modern brewing trends.”
“Same old phone booth!” he said. “Only, it’s in Montana now.”
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I called my mom and dad, Hal, my boss, Milton’s mom, all the folks in
Wilbur. When we chatted I gave them updates on my day.
“Today I ate snake for the first time,” I told the farmer from Wilbur.
“Well,” he said. “What’d it taste like?”
“Like, I don’t know, strength?”
“Today I drank Scotch on the top of the world’s fourth-tallest building,”
I told the cashier.
“Fourth-tallest?” she said.
“Today I rode a minibus to Hap Mun Bay. They sold cans of beer and
egg noodles and chicken legs, right on the beach,” I told Milton’s mom.
“That’s all well and good, but can you keep an eye out for my son?” she
said.
It was true that I’d lost him in all my excitement.
“I thought you didn’t want him.”
“Still,” she said. “It’d be for the best.”
I called Miss Sally but she never picked up.
When I ran out of money, I took a job teaching English. It was miserable
work, exhausting. But life was generally good, tooling around Hong Kong,
eating canned goods. Sometimes, riding the MTR back home, or sitting at
a stall eating noodles while watching the Cantonese soaps, it would dawn
on me that Milton was still missing, that I’d lost him. But I put it out of
mind. Was it really my fault? What was I supposed to do? Cram more
french fries in his mouth?
In the news, things back home were only getting worse. Wildfire season
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was so bad that the air in the West was unbreathable. Fascists and AntiFascists beheaded each other in line at Panera. The icebergs were dissolving
and unleashing the monstrous rot they’d kept frozen for eons. Great green
clouds drifted over the continent raining acid and stink.
But in Hong Kong the trains ran on time, zipping across the city in
texture and layers. If I had nothing better to do, I’d try a new train line and
watch as new skyscrapers and megamalls dissolved into wet markets and
fleets of junks. The city had a way of incorporating its dirt and dust. There
was a feeling that everything had its place, that progress everywhere was
imminent. Everyone knew that feeling was a lie, but it was so intoxicating
in its shimmering verticality and gleam that you could wrap yourself in it
and be taken away. Wasn’t life itself a lie anyway?
I taught on the eighty-eighth floor of a gleaming new development at
the Little Ducklings Tutoring Center. The walls were pastel with deranged
smiling duck faces floating among pencils and erasers in the mélange of the
wallpaper. Each room had a tiny window, big enough to give one a sense of
time by the quality of light, but small enough that it was difficult to begin
fantasizing about escape.
Thursdays were Show and Tell days. One of my students brought a
model MTR train car.
“My dad works for MTR Corp,” she said.
“What does he do?”
“He drives the train,” she said.
There was a crack and then a sound like a whale song. Mud busted in
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the windows. The room began to fill with brown muck, glass shards, and
assorted debris: neon, a car tire, a fanny pack.
And there came spilling in Milton. Again he’d changed. He was bald,
shirtless, tatted up with skulls and billiard balls and topless women. He
carried knives and guns.
“Is this my fault?” I said.
“How should I know?” the little girl said.
The mud had reached chin level and was gaining fast. It surged forward
at a speed I’d never felt before.
Where we were headed, I couldn’t say.
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Terrance Owens

Primitive Gut

I lie down as an old bear lies,
under three seasons of grief,
gorged on the earth’s
grizzly sermons,
wearing winter like a womb.
The mind
dreams itself empty
at the speed of balsam thawing
high in the mountains.
The spirit
carries its stone load
to the Earth’s core.
All winter the dark cave is the dark cave
in the throat of the white hills.
The body
buries the things it has done.
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Caitlin McGill

H ow

I

to

D isappear

swing a leg over my bike and fly past restaurant after restaurant, imagining a warm pizza crust touching my lips, flour dusting my tongue,

mozzarella seeping into the spaces between my teeth. My yoga mat knocks
against my back as I ride over cratered roads, inhaling the scent of garlic
and cheese, basil and thyme, fresh focaccia and melted butter. Chocolate.

Cinnamon. Nutmeg. I imagine pulling over, walking inside and buying a
piece, a pie, a whole tray. I imagine this until I have ridden right past those
smells and into another Boston neighborhood. Soy. Teriyaki. Fried dough
crawls from Brazilian and Colombian ovens. I envy people sitting outside
and eating whatever they like. I push on, muscles aching. A perfectly portioned meal awaits me at home. Do not pull over.
I congratulate myself for resisting, unable to see how this obsession
might’ve developed from something in my past—and even from a history
that predates my existence. Something that’s been unspoken for too long,
that’s finally showing itself in my body.
I’m a twenty-four-year-old grad student who stands before a class of
undergraduates each day, attempting to focus on their words but often dis-

CutBank

•

93

tracted by my empty stomach and the diuretics waiting inside my bag. I
ignore the fact that my peers have watched my body wane and likely wondered, Is she okay? I ignore the fact that my family is probably wondering
too. And I recoil when my boyfriend David’s lips slide across my stomach and neck like fire. My seared skin triggers memories of Carlos’s hands,
pushing my mind toward the controllable scale, the controllable bulge of
my belly. My buried past and my restriction intertwining, conflating, impossible to distinguish.
I am baffled by my inability to stop biking and pull over, by this addiction that’s been building in me for years and finally began controlling me
a year ago. No less than 1,200 calories a day; any less, I’ve read, is not safe.
Half a cup of cereal in unsweetened almond milk. Hummus and carrots,
spinach thirsty for dressing. An afternoon apple to avoid cramps. Tilapia
with a fistful of broccoli and brown rice but no oil and maybe—maybe—
nonfat yogurt or plain popcorn or sugar-free Jell-O at night. I only eat less
when my daily allowance depletes—after ice cream runs with my roommates or barhopping with David. While chocolate melts on my tongue
or alcohol burns my esophagus, I try not to worry about numbers, but I
usually can’t stop the thoughts. I conceal them with a smile, secretly avoid
costly activities. Before and after the rare days when I pass the daily limit—1,700 calories; enough, I calculate, to maintain my weight—I eat less.
I save calories like money. If I withdraw too many on Saturday, I deposit
extra on Sunday.
After I lock up my bike and lean my yoga mat beside my bed, I call a
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bakery and ask, “How many ounces in each slice of your focaccia? And calories in each ounce? Slices in each loaf?” I don’t mind asking over the phone.
No need to hide thin limbs. I never actually buy the bread.
I spend an hour searching for nutritional information at the restaurant
where I have upcoming plans. I guess at the exact amount of avocado and
mayo and fried eggs on sandwiches. I overestimate. Don’t forget to peer under
the bread and count the bacon slices, I remind myself. Or maybe just avoid the
fatty bacon altogether. I’ve grown so skilled at estimating calories based on
menu images and descriptions that I could probably guess the number of
pickles in a fifty-ounce jar.
Every night I convince myself I don’t want to lose more, yet when I
stand on the scale and learn the numbers have dropped—130 to 120, 120
to 110—my heartbeat slows, the protruding skin around my navel seems to
flatten, and my shoulders drop away from my ears. I don’t listen to friends’
hints—“Don’t you want the whole sandwich, Skinny Minnie?”
I try but often fail to ignore the cautioning voice in my head—Don’t
you miss your thick thighs, your round butt? I stare at my profile and push my
hands against my flat belly and think of the numbers two years ago. How
staggering the decline is for a 5’6” woman who never needed to lose, who
cannot determine where this suffering began.

• • •

When my grandmother, Claire, was a child in 1930s New Jersey, she
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tried to be invisible. Her mother, Lillian, beat her. Left her bruised. Oiled
her hair and strangled her in formal clothing and then forced her to go to
school, where children taunted her. Perhaps when Lillian noticed Claire
seeking refuge in her father, Dave, she realized her husband might’ve loved
their daughter more than her, that Claire was dangerously beautiful. She
beat Claire more.
One night, as they sat around their dinner table listening to Lillian
harass Dave, Dave broke his silence. Threw his plate to the ceiling and
watched it all crash down on them: the spaghetti and meatballs, the china
my mother would inherit, Lillian’s words. Claire and Dave escaped to a fivestar restaurant and dined over prime rib, double chocolate cake, delicious,
unbridled laughter.
As soon as Claire met a man who found her desirable enough, she married him. My mother, Ellen, was born three years later.
But Claire’s husband wasn’t as loving as her father. When my mother was twelve, her father told her mother, I don’t want to be married to
you anymore. Claire moved her children—my mother and my uncle—to
a new town with a new man. She had long been measuring her worth in
men, prizing her tiny waist and eye for fashion, but after her first husband
left—after years of him criticizing her small breasts, insisting she wear false
lashes like the women he secretly visited—her need for control must’ve
grown. It was 1968; she was thirty-nine with no job, no money of her own.
To be beautiful and to have that desirability affirmed—to make visible her
exterior allure and to make invisible her interior pain—this, it seems, was
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her primary means for survival.
This, eventually, would become my means for survival, too.
She didn’t speak about her husband’s abandonment, her mother’s beatings; she didn’t speak about the sound of the incinerator when, before moving in with her second husband, she threw her children’s old toys and class
pictures down the trash chute. Only comments about women in magazines,
numbers on scales, clothes she and my mother would look beautiful in.
Dangerous diet pills were gaining popularity among mostly white, middle-class American women who, with an average body mass index (BMI)
of 25, longed to resemble ultra-thin fashion icons like Twiggy, whose BMI
was less than 15.
My grandmother could control her hairstyle and makeup, her jewelry
and clothes, the number on the scale. But how much did those fixations
end up controlling her? How much of herself did she lose—and never come
to know?

• • •

The cool Boston morning lures me out to the porch, away from the kitchen. As I sit, my aching legs exhume yesterday’s bike-ride home from yoga,
yesterday’s dreams of pulling over and grabbing a slice, a pie, a whole tray.
Squirrels pounce and glide along trembling power lines. While I’m writing
and listening to the birds instead of my grumbling stomach, my mother
calls.
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I stare at my phone long enough to risk missing her. Words have been
steadily flowing from my fingers; I don’t want to be interrupted. Still, I
answer. I long to grant my mother access to this fleeting moment when my
thoughts meander freely. But during the six years I remained with Carlos,
my ability to conceal grew so strong that now it overpowers me. I never told
my family that when I first tried to leave Carlos, he swallowed a handful of
pills. I never told them that when he rammed his fist into my car door, I
flinched, eyes closed. That whenever he jumped out of my idling vehicle, I
yelled for him to get back in, rocks flying from his unpredictable hands and
ricocheting off the door like the jacks I’d played with as a kid. I never told
them about my stubborn attempts to stop him—to regain control. Instead
I hoarded it all inside: the stolen speakers and watches we pawned to make
rent, his father’s belt, the gang bullet that grazed his fourteen-year-old calf.
Even now, two years after leaving Carlos, I would rather perpetuate this
silence than admit my suffering.
“Hey, Momma.” My first spoken words of the day ripple out. “What’re
you up to?”
A day off, a day away from patients and other tired nurses and strict
hospital regulations that often wilt her words. A coffee, sitting in their Miami sunroom with Sammy—the dog Carlos rescued, and my parents eventually adopted.
I swallow the last of my own coffee. Think about my empty belly. Know
my mother is thinking of hers. My openness has already begun to disappear.
“Cherishing my day off with Sammy Boy,” she adds. “How’s my girl?”
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The sun spills through porch rails and stripes my arms, violet morning glories twisting up the beams like spiral stairs, their tissue-thin petals
the color of raw eggplant. By noon, the flowers will disappear. Tomorrow
morning new blooms will replace the old.
I tell my mother I’ve been on the porch working, and then she begins
recounting last night’s phone calls with my grandmother, Claire, and my
sister, Lindsay. Old jokes and memories unfurl. She speaks, too, of Lindsay’s
new psychologist, of the body image that has plagued her since childhood,
of how different we were as kids. I picture ten-year-old Lindsay wearing
noise-cancelling ear protectors, hiding in the bathroom as my father and I
drilled holes and sawed wood, renovated the kitchen.
“You know,” my mother says, “her body image issues aren’t so different
from mine.”
The power lines shudder. My stomach growls. I remain silent.
I think of my father uncharacteristically verbalizing concern when he
picked me up from the airport a few months ago: You’re looking pretty slim
there, Caitie Bear.
I swatted his words away and talked about biking, walking, playing in
Boston—excuses for the loss.
But lately, swatting away the cautioning voice in my head seems impossible.

• • •
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A memory I cannot shake: My mother and sister and me trying on clothes
in my sister’s bedroom, standing before her mirrored closet doors. I’m ten,
maybe eleven. Lindsay is twelve or thirteen. My shirt’s on and then off, and
then I try on a dress so I ditch the pants, too. My mother and sister do the
same. The room is dim. Our golden silhouettes wave from the glass like
holograms.
Lindsay’s legs might be thicker than mine, her cheeks fuller. Her torso
seems wider, too, but from the side, her stomach appears flat. As she looks
to her feet, hiding from her reflection and holding both hands over her belly,
she sneaks glances of her naturally thin mother and sister and then looks
back down at her stomach, eyebrows furrowing as she likely wonders, Why
am I so fat? She isn’t. But in dressing rooms, despite how our mother tries
to hide size tags, Lindsay often spots the number and then compares it to
mine. She also spots the clothing line label—CHUBBY—stamped inside.
As I turn to inspect my profile in those mirrored doors, I’m mostly
blind to Lindsay’s feelings. All I see is my pale and freckled bulging stomach.
I don’t see my muscular thighs or toned biceps.
In five or six years I will start to see men as mirrors, too—Carlos’s longing and pain, and my ability to temporarily assuage it, affirming my worth.
I glance at my flat chest and then again at my stomach. Push my hands
against my flesh. Just go away. I don’t think I’m fat, but my friends are tan
and busty and their tummies don’t seem to bulge. Why can’t I look like them?
Then my mother turns to the side, examines her profile in the mirror.
“Thank goodness,” she says. “It’s not just me! I hate that part of my stomach,
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too.”

• • •

Nearly 8,000 years before my mother and sister and I stood before those
closet doors, Anatolians—modern-day Turks—made the first-known mirrors from volcanic glass.
Did the Anatolians recoil and shriek, or did they stare and touch their
fingers to the glass, trying to understand who that being standing before
them was? When did they finally realize, That’s me?
Four thousand years later (around 2,000 BC), most likely in Mesopotamia, balance scales—two plates suspended from either side of a beam—
were used to weigh goods. The scales eventually appeared in Egypt, Greece,
and Rome, where measuring relied on counterweights to determine mass,
making all weight relative.
But in the late 1700s, British inventor Richard Salter conceived the
spring scale. By hanging an item on a hook attached to the spring, one
could measure pressure, absolute weight.
Then the late 1800s brought accurate, self-indicating industry scales.
And by the 1940s, electronics entered the picture; instruments attached to
scales increased accuracy, though the actual measuring still relied on springs.
Bathroom scales, however more clunky and inaccurate than today’s digital
devices, invaded American homes and bodies and minds.
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• • •

On my Boston porch, I’m still holding the phone in one numb hand and
warming the other beneath my thigh, watching squirrels balance on power
lines. Sunlight crawls across my legs, goose bumps disappearing from my
shins. I’m always cold. And I haven’t menstruated in more than six months.
I relish these tangible signs while pretending they aren’t warnings.
I can’t see that I’ve done this before; I relished Carlos’s trembling hands
tightening around my wrists, his tears softening our skin, the amethyst
blooms I imagined appearing the next day—rare, perceivable, mirrored
proof of my distress. When my body perceived danger—Carlos’s fists penetrating walls, clothes sagging around my limbs—I stiffened, withdrew into
my armor, emotion frozen in my dissociating mind, my developing brain.
Temporary mental relief as I hid inside my immobilized body.
My mother continues: “It wasn’t easy for Lindsay growing up. You
didn’t have trouble with your weight, and I was too thin.”
I don’t let my mother into my head where I’m chiding myself for yesterday’s low-fat ice cream, the sweet cookie dough that crumbled between
my teeth, the chocolate chips that melted on my tongue. I stare at my
thighs and replay David’s questions—Don’t you want a little more? When my
mother visited last month, she eyed my portions and limbs—You exercising
too much?—her hands lingering around my waist. Did anorexia dance on
her tongue as it does mine? Like David, she never explicitly asked.
Sometimes, as I lie awake calculating my BMI again and again, I find
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myself thinking, Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to confirm it, to identify the
wound, determine where to tie the tourniquet, patch the hole, begin regeneration.
I don’t let my mother into my head where I’m trying to convince myself that one day I’ll finally grab a slice at the pizzeria I pass every day just
because I feel like it, or that one morning when I’m buying coffee I’ll grab
one of those taunting pains au chocolat. But I know I won’t let my desire
win, won’t waste the calories on that morning, that afternoon, that night. I
will wait wait wait for another morning when I’m hungrier and the desire
is stronger and I don’t have plans to eat out that same week. An entire summer of this reasoning has passed. I have not eaten the pizza. Nor the pain
au chocolat.

• • •

In the 1930s, when Claire’s mother was forcing her into intolerable clothes,
the then-leading household scale line released ads for their product—a
coveted addition to the American bathroom. “The helpful psychology of
weighing daily,” the Health-O-Meter ads read. “If your Health-O-Meter
shows you are gaining, you eat less—the memory of what it told subconsciously dulls your appetite . . .”
A decade later, the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company published
its first ideal height and weight chart. If, according to this chart, you were
overweight, the insurance company could deny your application. “Ideal”
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became a concept you could and should measure.
In digital devices and mirrors. In bulging bellies and men.

• • •

“I worry about you getting too thin,” my mother finally says, filling my
silence.
I imagine her studying my photos, wondering if my cheekbones have
ever been so prominent. “You shouldn’t,” I say as I lean into the porch rail,
searching for more sunlight. “Really—I’m fine.”
“I had my own troubles with borderline eating disorders, you know.
Don’t you remember me dragging you girls to my aerobics class every day
when you were little?”
As a kid, I told friends my mother was a “health nut.” I was aware of her
particular regimen that excluded soda and chips and fast food, but it never
seemed peculiar. Neither did the POISON game I played when spotting
junk food in supermarkets. The reality adults construct for children often
seems like the only one possible; the thought that a different reality could
even exist rarely crossed my young mind.
My friends’ mothers had different rules and habits than mine, but I
still never considered my mother’s behaviors disordered. Her rigid restriction
seemed normal enough. I never knew my 5’2” mother had once weighed
barely one hundred pounds.
“I’d lose a pound or two and then want to lose more,” she says. “And I
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ate like I was on some extreme diet. Your father never wanted to talk about
it, so we didn’t.”
I think of my mother’s weeknight dinners: peanut butter and jelly on
a whole wheat English muffin. My father, her husband of thirty-three years,
rarely acknowledges these habits. Perhaps he fears she’ll address his fluctuating weight. Perhaps he is bound by patriarchal codes he unconsciously
learned long ago, in 1940s South Carolina and 1960s Vietnam where, as a
young man and young medic, he might’ve learned to sequester emotions, to
equate seeking help with shame.
I consider my own dinners of broccoli and a hundred-calorie veggie
burger and barely half a cup of rice, and I wonder how much I learned from
my mother—how much she learned from hers. How much we all learn
from each other’s silence.
Maybe we all disappear into dysfunction. Into mirrors and scales we
beg to reflect our worth. Into people we need to show us we are needed.
Every morning I wake and immediately touch my belly, feel for fullness,
hope for emptiness. For proof that I’m in control. I can’t see that what I
have yet to speak aloud endangers me still. That the mirrors endangering
me all along might’ve preceded Carlos, might’ve even led me to him.
I exercise nearly every day and though I know what it means to listen to
your body, I don’t. I count feeling ravished and faint as a success instead of a
warning. Conceal from myself the seriousness of my waning body. Though
the diminishing number on the scale relieves me, it simultaneously strangles the cautioning voice in my head. Pull over. Eat that protein bar before
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biking home. Tell your parents where those dents in your car door really came
from.

• • •

As I lie in bed replaying my mother’s morning confessions—I had my own
troubles, you know—I open my web browser to articles about BMI and
malnutrition. An eighty-calorie, low-fat yogurt and three strawberries sit
beside my thigh.
I savor each berry, and read: underfed bodies breed underfed brains.
After failing to sleep, I return to my laptop and read of corsets tied so
tight one cannot breathe, the introduction of the calorie in the 1800s. I
study Renoir’s 1887 “The Large Bathers”—plump, nude beauties lounging
beside a lake, round bellies and thick legs brushed into desirable shapes.
What happened to the allure of full figures boasting wealth and abundant
diets and functioning brains? When did plump shift from a sign of vitality
to one that elicits—or reflects—disgust?

• • •

Claire didn’t wear corsets, but she idolized Hollywood’s golden-era women and was born two months after Audrey Hepburn. The two grew up side
by side, Claire dancing before the television, Hepburn twirling on screen,
their shadows chasing each other across the set.
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One afternoon when I was nine or ten, I heard Hepburn playing Eliza
Doolittle in My Fair Lady, trying to perfect her English—“The rain . . . in
Spain . . . stays mainly . . . in the plain.” I ran to the living room where
my grandmother and sister sat watching. Hepburn’s tiny waist and slender
limbs seemed perfect, a dream. I had no idea that Hepburn had been severely malnourished during her adolescence in WWII, that her thin limbs
might’ve resulted from an unwilling starvation I’d never experienced.
Around the same time, on another day when my grandmother was
babysitting, she cooked challah French toast and then I danced around
the house with a full belly. She was likely sitting in my father’s recliner and
watching her favorite soap operas: Bold and the Beautiful, Guiding Light,
The Young and the Restless. Grandma attended all my dance recitals and
competitions, drove me to ballet and modern and tap classes and told me
how talented I was. I never doubted her love. I leaped and pirouetted and
shimmied through the living room, telling Grandma maybe I could be a
professional dancer someday.
“Well sure, Honey, you’re very good. But you’d have to be much thinner.” Her declaration seemed matter-of-fact. “You’d have to lose at least ten
pounds.”

• • •

A week after my mother finally spoke the words aloud—I worry about you
getting too thin—I find myself on the porch, on the phone, again: my moth-

CutBank

•

107

er describing her extreme dieting once more, the sun licking my arms, my
stomach grumbling. I’m waiting for more time to pass so I won’t eat breakfast too early, won’t be hungry for lunch too soon or eat more than planned.
I’ve already decided the number of crackers, quarter cups of strawberries,
and teaspoons of seasoning on my tilapia that I’ll eat today, tomorrow, the
rest of the week and part of the next. I tell myself I just need to make sure
I don’t gain, but if I lose a pound or two in the process, I still think: Must
not gain. I keep a tight calorie budget, grow my savings. If I withdraw 500,
I deposit 1,000. I step on the scale more times a day than I let myself count.
“I really never knew you had eating disorders, Mom . . .” I tuck my free
hand beneath my thigh and think of the wardrobe that leads to Narnia, the
door that is and isn’t there. Step through and don’t look back. “Anyway,
how’s Grandma?”
“Volunteering at the senior center again,” my mother says. “Can’t believe my mother will be eighty-five in a few days.”
I’ll miss Grandma’s celebration in Miami, miss the chocolate cake Lindsay will make, envision eating it and nearly send my tongue into spasms.
But I will not go out and buy a piece. I’ll dream about it—literally dream
of eating cake and brownies and croissants—and tell myself that will suffice.
“Alright, Caitie-boo, I better get ready for yoga now.”
I inhale—deeply enough so I can hear it—and exhale morning air
through parted lips, blowing away my mother’s words like a coat of dirt
from a closed old book. I tell her I love her and hang up, dust fogging my
view.
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• • •

A few weeks later, I learn my grandmother is in the hospital. Her eightyfifth birthday is only two days away. I’m riding the bus at three in the
afternoon and have not eaten lunch. Despite my efforts to pretend I’m not
exhausted, I keep thinking of all our mirrors and scales, wondering if our
obsession is trivial, if life is too transient, if I spend too much energy on
not living. Eventually I’ll realize these are the very thoughts that compelled
me to finally leave Carlos. That my adolescent brain and my hungry brain
might not be so different. But right now, even my grandmother’s hospitalization, even my curiosity about what now seems like an inheritance, can’t
stop my restriction.
Aside from a minor upper respiratory condition and chronic cough, my
grandmother has always been in near-perfect health.
“She drove herself to urgent care,” my mother tells me. “Then an ambulance took her to the hospital.”
Pneumonia, high blood pressure, low heart rate, irregular EKG results.
She stays in the hospital for two nights and I call and my mother visits her
and we all tremble with the image of Grandma, our resilient, unshakable
Grandma, in a hospital bed, our bodies the power lines upon which our
fears pounce.
I wish I could be there. But I’m secretly glad that I don’t have to see
her—that I can momentarily ignore my fear. I call, cover my eyes in her
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well-spoken words, her poised voice a blindfold I tie tightly around my
head. She’ll be fine.

Several weeks later, I dip below 110. At 5’6”, and compared to the 135 I
weighed two years ago, I am at least ten pounds underweight. Charts claim
that my BMI should be at least 19. Mine’s 18.1. I haven’t weighed this little
since I was fourteen or fifteen.
I’m constantly and unwillingly snapping at my mother on the phone,
at David whenever he’s near. He wants a hug. An explanation. But I am
frozen inside my shell again, incapable of answering his requests. When I lie
beside him, my mind has so little space left I can’t decide if I should shower
then eat, eat then shower, coffee then work then eat, not eat, eat while
showering, or just lie there until my brain melts. I turn away from him and
think, When you rub my shoulders and trace your fingers up my thigh and I tell
you I can’t breathe, it’s not because I don’t want you.
I check and re-check “ideal” weight charts—120-144 for a 5’6” woman—and recognize how dangerous my 110 might be.
I don’t realize that this could be what I’ve been looking for all along,
that I unconsciously created another mirror—another tangible, fixable, luminous wound.

Maybe my grandmother’s hospitalization or my insurgent snapping or
the essays I’m reading scare me into it, but by summer’s end I’m compelled
to search for psychological services at my graduate school.
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And I can’t stop reading this passage: “It is perfectly possible—indeed,
it is far from uncommon,” James Baldwin writes, “to go to bed one night,
or wake up one morning, or simply walk through a door one has known all
one’s life, and discover, between inhaling and exhaling, that the self one has
sewn together with such effort is all dirty rags, is unusable, is gone: and out
of what raw material will one build a self again?”
I save the office number in my phone. Eventually, I call.

• • •

After one month, my psychologist finally asks: “Could you, maybe, begin
to think about getting rid of the scale? Just think about it?”
I hesitate. Squeeze my hands together in my lap.
After two weeks of imagining the bathroom without the device—of
imagining not weighing myself several times a day—I approach my roommates. They run to the bathroom, extract the scale, and stash it away. I never
see it again.
I retreat to my room, collapse onto my bed and cry, trying to remember the last time I felt such unbridled euphoria. Perhaps when Carlos and
I last took ecstasy. No over-thinking. No hardened shell. Only the tangible
sensation of liquid licking my cheeks, eyelids swelling, the sudden ability
to breathe.
One month later, I tell my sister. She tells me about her binging. Vomiting. The unrelenting temptation to relapse. I’m surprised by her confession,
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though perhaps I shouldn’t be. Suddenly our pasts don’t seem so different,
our disclosures breeding a new intimacy—a welcome but unfamiliar resemblance and relief. One not born from control, but from relinquishment.
“Have you told David?” she asks.
I tell her I have. “He’s glad I’m seeing someone . . . and sorry he didn’t
pry more.”
“How ‘bout Mom?”
The next day I speak to my mother for two hours, tell her everything
I’ve been discussing with my psychologist. She’s happy we’re talking. The
door is open and though I don’t want to shut it, I don’t think I could if I
tried.
I think of those action-movie scenes when bank robbers traverse vault
doors. Will ours eventually descend?
“I became addicted to losing, too,” I say. “I think it has a lot to do with
Grandma and you and Lindsay and . . . now I’m just determined to understand it all.” I don’t mention Carlos—don’t mention the weed and cocaine,
the pockmarked walls and trembling knife in his tipsy hand. I don’t even
think to. I can’t even remember what he threatened with the knife: his life,
or mine?
Silence. Then: “What did I do to my girls?”

• • •

When David and I fly to Miami for Thanksgiving the following month, I

112

•

Caitlin McGill

anticipate excessive eating and try not to deposit too much into my calorie
savings. I rationalize the gaining with workouts, tell myself it’s all muscle.
My mother and sister don’t pry until I call them into my room where I’m
crying and ask, “How do you handle all the food?” They, too, stash away
the scale.
We don’t tell Grandma yet. She’s been stable since her hospitalization
months ago, but her physical strength has waned. Plus, we know what she
might say. I’d sell an organ to look like you again!
When she arrives on Christmas morning, I pretend the cinnamon
crumb cake doesn’t scare me, squeeze David’s hand beneath the table.
When a person is denied something—or, when a person denies herself something—for so long, she is bound to become rabid at the sight, at the first
bite, of the forbidden.
Back in Boston, my psychologist keeps asking, coaxing, listening. Really listening. I can’t seem to stop sharing my mother’s and grandmother’s
histories. I admit I used to weigh myself at two, three, four in the morning,
but now that the scale is gone, I rely on glass.
“Yes,” I say, “I even study my stomach when I use the bathroom in the
middle of the night.”
And at some point she begins asking about my romantic life—my romantic past. I mention sweet David, my snapping and withholding. I mention my old boyfriend, Carlos, the drugs, the amethyst blooms, his father’s
abuse, but I rush past all of that. She doesn’t need to know about him, I think.
I simply need help with the present.

CutBank

•

113

“Remind me . . .” she persists, “how old were you when you met?”
“Sixteen,” I say, “and he was twenty-one . . .” I tell her about the holes in
his walls. His bloody knuckles. The hazy memory of his hands around my
neck. Mine around his wrists. His tears. The crimson diagonal my unfiled
nail drew across his cheek. His laughter—“Now I look thug, like Nelly.”
Temporary mental relief from glass reflections and my bulging stomach
as I hid inside Carlos’s longing and anger and tears.
Eventually I’ve told her nearly everything I can recall about those six
years, and we begin to talk about Carlos as much as we talk about control.
I don’t ask why.
I can’t see that, in Carlos’s absence, I searched for more affirming reflections. That I created more conflict to conceal. That I’ve been trading
mirrors for years.
“Your prefrontal cortex would’ve still been developing when you were
with Carlos,” she says. “You were very, very young.” She peels off her scarf
and folds it in her lap, next to her clipboard.
“I guess you’re right . . .” I say, remembering all the times Carlos and I
parked my station wagon on the Macy’s parking lot roof during his break,
all the times I climbed onto his lap and he rocked me while staring at my
clothed back. The tissues tucked between my legs while I drove home. I
often worried his dress pants would be stained when he went back inside to
sell women’s shoes. “I guess that was more than eight years ago now.”
Heat crawls from the baseboard beside my boots. Bare branches scrape
the fifth-floor window. From my armchair, I can see the building where I
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taught my first writing class.
“So you met when you were sixteen, and he was twenty-one,” she repeats, as though she needs me to hear it again and again. The creasing skin
around her eyes feels like an apology. Maybe it’s mine. “And how old were
you when you were using cocaine?”
“Eighteen? Maybe seventeen?”
A sigh. “Decision-making under those circumstances would’ve been
extremely difficult. And if no adult—aside from Carlos—knew what was
going on . . .” she says, “I can imagine how easy it would’ve been for those
behaviors to continue.”
“Right,” I say, realizing that a scientifically verifiable explanation might
exist for what I tried to leave behind. For what I couldn’t see.
“You never told anyone about all of this? No friends? No one to talk to?”
I shake my head.
“You must’ve felt very alone.”
I try not to look her in the eyes, stare out the window instead. Soon
the naked branches will breed cherry blossoms again, petals unfurling like
an unclenching fist. Fragile fingers spilling open, unveiled pistils inviting
the world back in.

• • •

When spring arrives, I feel like I’ve hit a wall; sure, I’m slowly learning to
value my flesh more than my mirrors, and I’ve been gaining a pound each
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month, but after eight months of therapy I’m still preoccupied with how
much I consume and the ascending number on the scale, now measured
three times a week at the gym instead of home.
I voluntarily stop recording my food intake, though I can’t stop tallying
daily totals in my head. I sleep more. Plan more meals with friends. Eat
half a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Half-Baked with my roommates. Though I
chide myself less, I still examine my profile and press my hand against my
stomach.
I try to redirect my thoughts away from my lower belly. I force my eyes
to linger over flabby flesh protruding from women’s shirts. Force myself to
think, beautiful, as I watch people eat and laugh. Beautiful.
I almost believe it.

• • •

A few months later, my grandmother learns she has stage-one breast cancer.
She’s nearly eighty-six. Needs a double mastectomy.
Sometime after the holidays, my mother finally told my grandmother
I’d been losing too much weight.
“Our perfect Caitie has a problem?” Grandma said. She and I never
spoke of it. No one said the words dangerous or disorder.
From Boston, I call as soon as surgery’s over and my mother says
Grandma’s ready to talk.
“I’m just happy to be here! I wasn’t sure I’d wake up!”
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She laughs. I clench my fist. I wish she had admitted her fears before
surgery, when she assured me she wasn’t worried—I have to do what I have
to do. I wish she had surrendered control—found safety and relief in exposing emotion, not weighing it. I wish she would’ve said what many women
likely would’ve been thinking—What kind of woman am I without breasts?—
protruding collarbones knocking around inside our heads. Yet I know how
unbearable that relinquishment can seem. How precious our control. I
think of phone calls with my mother, that disappearing door. When my
grandmother speaks to me, does she feel that openness disappearing, too?
Maybe we fear the parts of ourselves mirrored in each other—choose
not to indict for fear of being indicted, too.
“I woke up without boobs,” she says. “And I’m happy. I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but: Who needs boobs? I’m alive!”
I unclench my fist. I, too, am grateful she’s alive, but I still resent our
fixation. Despite her apparent disregard to the loss of her breasts, she still
seems to be thinking about it more than anything. Disregard as survival, I
think.
But condemning my family might be my own form of disregard, one
that reveals a mirror I’ve long been looking into. Perhaps the loss of her
breasts has truly persuaded my grandmother to value her beating heart
more than a reflection or a man’s validation. Perhaps, unlike me, she really
does feel free.

• • •
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Several months after my grandmother’s surgery, when we celebrate my
sister’s birthday at her favorite restaurant, Grandma is wearing heels and
telling jokes. Her schedule’s so full these days we weren’t sure she’d be able
to join us for this dinner. I’ve nearly forgotten about her mastectomy.
String lights hang above our table, but it’s still dark. Vines strangle the
surrounding trellis. My mother and father silently study the menu. My
sister and her husband investigate it aloud. My grandmother glances at the
long list of carbs and quickly seals the menu shut.
The patio’s noisy, but I still hear Grandma’s reply when I ask, “Want
to share the eggplant Parmesan?” She almost always says yes, despite the
heaping plate of pasta and cheese. It’s our favorite.
“I’m having a Caesar salad,” she says. “I really can’t eat much these days.”
“Are you sure? It won’t be that much if we share.”
She’s sure.
So we all sit there chatting and ignoring Grandma’s side Caesar while
scarfing down our pasta. Several more hours will pass before I chide myself
for the big Italian dinner and my sister’s birthday cake, but in this moment
I sprinkle a spoonful of sharp Parmesan onto every bite. Salt stings my
tongue. Baked brie fills the spaces between my teeth. Butterfly crackers.
Focaccia. Oil seeps into the dough.
The waiter returns with dessert menus and to-go containers. I box up
half of my eggplant Parmesan. So does Mom. I really am full. Grandma
lingers over the homemade gelato and mentions the store-bought one I

118

•

Caitlin McGill

recently convinced her to try. (Her favorite’s coffee chip. Mine’s double dark
chocolate.) Then she resumes discussing her shrinking appetite.
“I weighed 110 a couple months ago,” she says. “But I gained five
pounds.”
“Good,” I shout across the table, “Good!” I do the math: So now she’s
115. And I’m 120, or 125. I prefer the former, though I don’t admit it. Especially not to myself.
“I like the way I am now,” she says.
“Good!”
“If I keep eating like this I’ll keep gaining.”
“Good!” I shout again, realizing my voice might be a bit too loud. Maybe my sister’s glaring, my mother gazing up at the strangled trellis.
“I don’t want to gain more,” Grandma says, her face still composed, her
hands still folded in her lap. “This is fine. This is good.” Another matter of
fact.
But as she says it I stop myself from shouting good! across the table
again because I’ve just realized: it’s not Grandma I’m shouting at; it’s me.
No matter how many spoonfuls of Parmesan I allowed, no matter how
many months I’ve been in therapy (nineteen), whenever I step on the scale,
I fear the number will rise. I want to silence our pasts, but now I understand
the danger of denial. Instead of shouting good! as though our histories no
longer plague me, I need to confess—I don’t want to gain either. I need to
confess how I resent my inheritance, our mirrors and scales. And I must
honestly interrogate every origin—even my own ruling hand, my own re-
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stricting mind, my own repressed memories.
That night, as I lie in bed and press my hand against my full belly, I
indulge my bitterness once more, wondering how many millions have been
made off films starring women as thin and frail as Hepburn and Barbie.
How much has been made off bodies so unlike ours that to look like them,
we’ve made ourselves ill? Off dolls sold by the billions and sent into the
hands of children around the world? You can look perfect, too, manufacturers
and filmmakers whispered, as soon as you look nothing like you.
What might human beings have looked like if we’d never begun to
think there was something to look like? When we met our reflections and
looked to the person beside us to compare, did our limbs begin to thin?
As I lift my palm from my stomach, I imagine a room full of mirrors,
glass walls from ceiling to floor. I imagine standing beside and before our
reflected bodies, taking laces in my hands, unraveling corsets, filling lungs
again. Finally recalling the sounds of our voices as we gaze and gasp and
reclaim our breath.
I dream of opening the wardrobe, reaching my hand through to Anatolia, to 6,000 BC. I imagine shaking the tools from their hands and warning—There’s no return!—stirring the water and destroying the reflection,
stopping Narcissus from falling. Erasing Carlos entirely.
But I cannot make yesterday disappear. And I cannot shatter the mirrors that live inside us all. Though I long for a world without reflections
that affirm our worth or numbers that measure achievement, I know we
might never stop measuring, mirrors and scales forever embedded in our
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eyes and actions and words. What we see is what we desire and fear, a past
and present we must allow for.
Perhaps, then, this very inquiry is both a resistance and a reach—a
rejection of one sort of mirror, and a creation of another.
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Katherine Fallon

Redolence
I
At fifteen, grandmother
gifted me Givenchy Amarige,
ecstatic I had smelled it
in a department store and found it
pleasurable. Every woman needs
a signature scent, she told me
(hers, Chanel No. 5), and it was
mine for as long as she stayed alive:
smell so heavy it cowed the sulphur
stink of well-water, led me to think
I was already grown.

II
These days, I keep my perfumes
on a pewter cake tray. They teeter
and fall with a crash when I am
in too much of a hurry, which is
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pointlessly often, and I wear
primarily what came from the past:
Egyptian musk in a roller; drug
store serums I can only find, halfempty, on Ebay, because they are
sickening; my dead father’s cloud
of sandalwood; unisex colognes
that precursed the fluidity of my
own attractions. Whatever I smelled
on the wrist, the neck, the discarded
bras of those I loved, so long as
they are now gone. I flat-out torture
myself this way: each day I decide
exactly how, and on behalf of whom.

III
When we emptied
our parents’ house of its cat
piss ruins, shoveling
years-old meat from the freezer
and pulling up carpet, I also stole
a single perfume from her closet,
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where bottles lined the walls
in rows neat as candlepins.
Glass art, dusty and oppressive,
she wouldn’t miss
most of them though neither
could she let them go.
Incredibly, they were still living
there then, like field mice
in a protected, shrinking
thicket we pushed through,
broke open, exposing all to light
and to the air. There was so much
inside that one could hardly
breathe, and at my elbow crook,
the scent I took gives off
the flesh rot
of the Bradford pear,
that dark, carrion pull—
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E. C. Belli

Three Liquid Miniatures
A Meditation on Tears (small, big, & many)
i.
u

ii.
U

iii.
US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

US

(the last one sung lightly, like a rain)
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Jieyan Wang

T he B lue U mbrella

Y

esterday, when the autumn rain was particularly hard, I became
my mother’s blue umbrella so that I could watch her childhood self.

From my seat above her head, I saw her walking home alone from school
for the first time. This was before my grandmother became wrinkled; she
was still in her twenties. My mother carefully stepped around the puddles
on the streets in her squeaking yellow boots. Her backpack sagged around
her shoulders in the rain. She breathed in the wet air and the sound of the
whirring cars. It was then that she realized that she was lost.
She stood there for a minute, clutching my handle in her hands. Scared
of speaking to strangers, she sat on the doorstep of a convenience store. As
she watched the men and women in heavy coats walk by, she counted the
minutes on her pocket watch. One. Two. Tick. Tock.
It was fifty-eight minutes before my grandmother noticed that she had
not come home and called the police to find her. That night, my mother returned home in a white-and-black police car. When my grandmother asked
what had happened, all my mother did was shiver.
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• • •

I turned into my mother’s blue umbrella to witness my mother and my
grandmother eating dinner five days after my mother got lost in the streets.
From my corner in the dining room, I could see what was on the table: two
plates of mashed potatoes, both half-eaten. The rain had slowed outside. A
few rays of sunshine broke through the clouds.
My mother put down her fork and said, “I don’t understand. Why can’t
I just walk back with you? Yesterday, I almost got lost again.”
“You still found your way back here,” My grandmother replied, scooping more potatoes into her mouth.
“You used to always walk me back. What’s different?”
“You’ll be fine. Eat your potatoes.”
My mother opened her mouth and then shut it again. Many years later,
I asked my mother why we never visited my grandmother. My mother answered that she was born when my grandmother was too young. Carrying
this living weight all through her youth, my grandmother eventually became tired of taking care of my mother. So, she stopped walking my mother
home from school and instead left her in the rain.
However, my mother did not know this as she finished her dinner, eating mouthful after mouthful of potatoes in silence.

• • •
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I became my mother’s blue umbrella to sit next to my mother as she gazed
into the fireplace. My canopy was still wet. It was only one hour after my
mother’s fifty-seventh walk from school alone.
My mother closed her eyes to listen to the crackle of the flames. She
thought about how empty the house was. It was only her and my grandmother, who was tucked in away in the bedroom on the opposite side of
their home. Often times, my mother went several long hours after school
without speaking to anyone. On those days, she sat in front of the fireplace,
thinking about how lonely the word “lonely” looked with its two tall l’s
standing far apart from each other.
As my canopy began to dry, I wondered what it would be like to be one
of the raindrops clinging to me. During storms, thousands of them fell towards the ground. But in the heat of the fire, they disappeared one-by-one,
as if they had forgotten that they were once together in one cloud.

• • •

I was my mother’s blue umbrella on the day that my mother became an
adult and left my grandmother’s home. It wasn’t raining. So, my mother
folded me up and put me under her arm. As she walked under the bright
sun, she wasn’t sure where she was going. She just wanted to find a place in
the world that wasn’t empty and cold.
She ended up going to many places, working many jobs. Once, she
served as a waitress in a restaurant next to a cow farm. Another time, she
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became a wide-smiling salesperson for a vintage clothing store. She had that
same smile on when she met my father in a café on a weekend.
The first thing he said was, “Don’t your cheeks hurt from smiling so
much?”
“I’ve gotten used to it. I could smile all day if I wanted to,” she replied.
“But still, doesn’t it hurt?”
“If it does, I don’t feel it.”
My father could tell that my mother was lying. For the rest of the day,
my father and my mother talked in the café. He asked her about her smiles.
She turned the topic towards the rain. She said that she sometimes wanted
to drench herself in a storm so that she could ask the water in her clothes
whether it was alone or not. This was what she wanted to know: the number
of ways one could feel solitude.
My father listened to her ramble. By the time she was done talking, it
was already nighttime.

• • •

Several years after my father first met my mother in the café, they moved
in together. My mother retrieved the umbrella from her closet and handed
it to him.
When he closed his hands around the handle, he almost dropped it.
The metal shaft was frigid. The iciness spread into his arms. Still, he held
it, feeling the temperature drop in his veins. Outside, rain slammed against
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the windows. The pounding raindrops vibrated through his bones.
A few years after I was born, my mother told me my father’s life story,
which turned out to be a sequence of deaths: his father died in his childhood, his mother in his teens, then his grandparents, and then his aunts and
uncles. From that day in the café, my father recognized in my mother the
same loneliness that dwelled inside his ribcage.
Now, as he held the umbrella, he felt the coldness that flooded both of
their bodies. It was a full minute before he handed the umbrella back to my
mother. In the sky above them, a bolt of lightning flashed. A thunderclap
rang through their ears.

• • •

I became my mother’s blue umbrella so that I could watch my mother cradle my infant self. It was summer. Sunlight poured into the house. My
father was mowing the front lawn.
As my mother sung me a lullaby, she wondered what kind of child I
would become. Every day, she rubbed my hands between hers to check to
see if they had gone cold. She put her ear against my chest to see if a hole
was growing there. My father said she was being paranoid, but secretly, he
worried too. Neither of them ever quite got rid of the empty spots in their
bodies. They feared I had been born with the same hollowness that haunted
them.
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• • •

I turned into the blue umbrella to be at my mother’s side as she watched
my childhood self play on the playground. In the distance, I spotted the
little girl that was once me rocking back and forth on a swing set. The sky
was still a light blue. But heavy gray clouds gathered above us.
My mother placed her hand on the umbrella’s shaft. As her fingers
wrapped around it, I could hear what she was thinking. For a moment, she
contemplated leaving me behind in the park. She would pack up her things
and walk away. Then she would have dinner with my father, and only decades later, when both of them were old, would they remember me again.
Before she could make a decision, my childhood self ran over and
clasped her hand. My mother wondered if her grip was strong enough to
keep hold of me. If I ever left her, she wanted to be the first one to let go.
Twenty minutes later, we arrived home. She released my hand and went to
her room, shutting the door behind her.

• • •

I was my mother’s blue umbrella on the day that it became mine. On my
eleventh birthday, she gave it to me. I ripped apart the gift wrap and stared
at the tattered, faded umbrella.
“What is this?” Back then, I wanted many things—toys, books, clothes—
but not a used jumble of fabric and metal.
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“It’s an umbrella. It was mine. My mother gave it to me when I was
about your age,” my mother said.
“I thought you were going to get me dolls.”
“Next birthday, maybe. You’re a big girl now. You can walk alone now.
Even in the rain.”
“Why isn’t the umbrella new?”
“It was mine. Now it’s yours.”
At eleven years old, I didn’t know enough to ask: How long would it
take for my mother to find me if I ever got lost? Was the umbrella a sign that
she wanted me gone, like my grandmother did? Or was it mere resignation,
a realization that she couldn’t hold onto me any longer?
I kept the umbrella in my closet until the autumn rain, when I walked
to school with only the canopy over my head.

• • •

Last Thanksgiving, my parents and I were sitting at the dining table with
a whole-roasted turkey. The storm clouds blocked out the sun, making the
world dark. Breathing in the windless air that came before a downpour, we
carefully forked the meat into our mouths.
My mother sang to break the silence. The melody was quiet, almost
inaudible. But I listened to it. In the few minutes after she finished, I almost believed that her words had stopped the rain. My parents and I talked
through the evening about everything from the weather report to neigh-
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borhood gossip. By the time we were finished, the sun had sunk below the
horizon.
That night, I pressed my hand against the window in my room to feel
the raindrops rolling down the pane. Even though my fingers went numb
from the coldness, I tried to remember what it felt like at dinner. The talk.
The sudden closeness. The fleeting belief.

• • •

Today, as I wake up from becoming my mother’s blue umbrella, I am about
the age where I should be leaving my parents’ home. Every day, when I look
at the umbrella leaning against the corner in my room, I wonder how lonely
I will be when I walk out of my parents’ front door for good. I wonder if I
am lonely right now, and if so, how long it will last.
On some days, I put my hand on the handle, waiting for the time when
I will feel the iciness rush through me. Then I will know that the holes in
my parents’ chests have passed on to me. From that moment on, I will
go through life grasping onto people, recognizing that my fingers are not
strong enough to make them stay.
But the handle is not frozen yet. The sun is coming over the horizon. I
sit in my bed and feel the warmth of dawn on my face, in my chest, through
my heart.
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Thomas Osatchoff

Drilling It In
The List Long
And Prone To Paper Cuts
Everything's complete. Just need a lot of
to escape
into innervision Stevie even if the altered map doesn't fit well
in our projects as a whole at first: it will
after we create to control gravity.
You are very smart! Excited is a feeling of energy.
A place value chart is a way to show place value. People
are marks making maths bearing both weapon and wound
as well as fable with Alba Cid et al.
Selectively sharpied. Sic and tired.
I cant read non digital clocks either. Im thirtysomething. Its
always been a source of a little
stress for me.
Should we be determining things with ratings? Slicing through
these two-by-fours but—
Cyril Sneer. Can this line take our hand? This allergy to the very
systems that benefit us.
Breaking through these encasing counter system benefits in
internet time.
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Joshua Doležal

T he R oad

to

B illings

“Force is equal to the change in momentum per change in time.”
—Sir Isaac Newton

I

was driving with the window cracked, because Aven’s car had no air
conditioning, when we lurched forward. Something smashed against

the door and I heard a dull scraping over the hum of the road. I glanced in
the mirror and saw a tire bouncing down the road behind me.
“Good grief,” Aven said. He watched the tire through the rear window.

It spun past us and into the ditch as I bore down on the brakes.
I eased the car to the shoulder, but the driver’s door would not budge.
Aven slid out his side as I fought with the latch.
“Door’s dented shut,” he said. “You’ll have to use mine.”
The car, as I remember it, was a Mercury in the late ‘70s style, boxy and
huge, so I had room to swing my legs onto the seat and scoot out the passenger side. It was late August, and dust caked the fenders. We were somewhere
between Thompson Falls and Plains, Montana, on a flat stretch of highway.
The rotor left a groove in the asphalt after the wheel bounced away. It
looked like an action line in a cartoon, an arc from the driving lane to the
shoulder.
Aven raised his hands with a grin that said what can you do. We spread
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out to search the ditch, and soon Aven bent into the knapweed and came
up with the tire.
I jacked up the car and helped him screw the wheel back on. Then I
slid across the front seat from the passenger side, Aven piled in, and we were
on our way. We had more than two thousand miles to go from Montana to
Tennessee. It would not have been too late then to turn back. We were just
two hours from home. But if either of us had that thought, we did not speak
of it. By the time we filled the tank outside Missoula and hit I-90 East, we
were like children on a sled, inching over the crest of a hill then picking up
speed, two bodies in motion.

When Aven pulled up in my driveway earlier that day with an overheated
radiator, my first thought was not to question his plan to take me back
to college. He was a diesel mechanics major at Bob Jones University, an
evangelical school in South Carolina that monitored student conduct so
closely it was often compared to a minimum-security prison. I was studying
English at a Presbyterian college in Tennessee, and Aven said he could drop
me off on his way.
Aven came from a large family in the Yaak Valley, a wild place in northwestern Montana that borders Idaho and Canada. He was a tall young man
with dark wavy hair, prematurely thinning, and eyes that changed color depending on what he wore. Sometimes they were the grayish blue of river ice.
Other times they seemed as green as a mallard’s head. Our families attended
the same church, so we had occasion to talk now and then, but we did not
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know each other well.
He had a confidence that seemed imperious, but which cracked under
scrutiny, a bravado that I have recognized in myself and in other people
who grew up poor in the Mountain West. It was the very defiance that
made me believe, without question, that I belonged in college, a willful
blindness that allowed me to overcome my shock at being surrounded by
classmates who vacationed at Myrtle Beach, bluffing my way through the
first semester until I learned how to leverage my difference to my advantage.
I had absorbed that way of thinking while keeping pace with my father as
he tracked elk through deep snow. You did not whine, you did not question
whether you could take the next step. You took it, and the next, and the one
after that, and soon the day was done.
When Aven suggested that he could drive me to Tennessee in a car he
had purchased for fifty dollars and rebuilt at the diesel mechanics shop
at Bob Jones, I heard it as the kind of dare I had been accepting from
my father for years, which was not so much a challenge as a self-fulfilling
prophecy. We are going to do this thing. So, on that summer day, when I
heard Aven’s car crunching over the gravel and went out to find steam boiling from beneath the hood, my thought was to get him some water for the
radiator, pack my things, and go.
My parents stepped out to see us off. It was late afternoon, and the
south side of the garage was coated with boxelder bugs. Aven filled the
radiator, slammed the hood, and wiped his hands with a rag.
“Don’t set any land speed records,” my father said.
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Aven grinned. “No, sir, we won’t.”

The plan was to drive straight through in shifts to save time and the cost of
a hotel. I had volunteered for the first shift, and when Aven took the wheel
for the stretch out of Missoula, I slipped into the back to rest. The sun was
setting behind us, the timbered ridgelines magnified against the burning
sky. The red light caught the dust on the rear window like blinds, casting
stripes of shadow and color over the back of Aven’s head. Soon the car was
dark and the world shrank to the column of light from the high beams, the
interstate corridor, and the dark lines of mountains against the stars. I burrowed my pillow into the duffels stacked next to me and slept.
When I woke, we were sitting still. The dash said eleven o’clock. Were
we getting gas, taking a bathroom break? A rest area, from the looks of it.
“It’s the radiator,” Aven said, before I could ask. “There’s no water. We’ll
have to wait for someone to come along.”
We sat in silence for a moment, and I tried to distract myself by imagining the traffic on the interstate by sound. The growl of a diesel pickup. A
tractor trailer moaning and rattling by. The whine of a sedan.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Outside Butte.”
“It’s a lonely stretch between here and Billings.”
Aven said nothing. He had taken on the quiet resignation that we had
both learned growing up. Stick to the plan, nose to the grindstone, don’t
complain. Someone will happen along. It was a way of turning helplessness
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into resolve, refusing to weaken, the way we sometimes convinced ourselves
that we felt sorry for people with money. It was how we turned hand-medowns and mended clothes into badges of honor, even superiority. We can
get by with less than you. We don’t need what you’ve got. I was looking forward
to professors asking me about my travels. “Great,” I’d say. “Drove back with
a friend who fixed up a car he bought for fifty dollars.” Then the look of
surprise. Two thousand miles in a junk car? Yes, my expression would say.
No problem. The trick was to turn poverty into a story, a conquest, a depth
of character that no one else could claim.
So I sat with Aven in the dark. We listened to traffic blowing by in both
directions on the interstate. And we waited.

I might have drifted off again, or might have been just about to, when
Aven’s shout jerked me upright.
“It’s a fruit truck!” He pointed through the gloom at a white rig whose
brake lights flared, then faded. “He’s gotta have ice in there!”
Aven scooted across the front seat and out the passenger door. I watched
him run after the driver, who stiffened and spun around. Aven slowed as
he approached, and I watched them talk in pantomime. The driver stood
with his hands on his hips, one leg forward, like an outfielder ready to break
in any direction at the crack of the bat. Aven rocked back on his heels and
slouched, his hands low, waving as if in surrender. Then I heard the driver’s
laughter and they both relaxed and walked together back to the truck. Aven
waved me over.
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The driver unbolted the back doors and climbed into the bed, which
was packed with coolers. He opened one and took out two Ziploc bags of
melted ice.
“Keep the bags,” he said. “And take some cherries with you.” He drew a
half gallon of fruit from the chest and handed it to me. They were Rainier
cherries, yellow with a red blush, probably picked that morning in the Flathead Valley. We thanked him.
“You kids take care,” he said.
Aven filled the radiator, and we piled back into the car. I joined Aven
in the front, waiting for my next turn at the wheel. We each ate a handful
of cherries as we pulled back onto the interstate, tossing the pits out the
window into the night. Both of us knew, somewhere deep in our bodies,
that there would be more of this, that we could not count on a fruit truck
every time the car boiled over. We knew that whatever mishaps might come
were our own doing. We were the ones pressing ahead, daring the night
and the long miles between towns. Yet we let ourselves laugh while eating
cherries, happy to be in motion, glad to pretend that we belonged with the
others on the road. When the car boiled over again, we would feign surprise,
and if we needed help from strangers, it would be with the shrug and the
look that said what can you do. We could not have seen then how deeply
the pattern would root into our identities, how difficult it might be later on
to keep a career, a marriage, our own children from following the same arc.
To make your own luck, I would learn, requires more than blind effort. It
requires the ability to see down the road, to stop while you still can, before
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a foreseeable mistake turns into a self-sealing fate.

Soon the signs for Butte rose in our high beams and fell away. I could
feel the empty space of the Anaconda Mine in the dark, terraces cut from
the mountain like giant steps of rock and dirt. At the bottom of that staircase was the Berkeley Pit, a reservoir holding some of the most toxic water
on earth, so thick with heavy metals that copper could be mined directly
from the lake. I remembered playing baseball in Butte, watching the minor
league team, the Copper Kings, and marveling at the mansions built by the
mining barons in their heyday. Like much of Montana, Butte had become a
national sacrifice area, the copper scraped from the shelves above the Berkeley Pit forged into wires that powered televisions, clocks, and coffee makers
in homes across America. I wondered if the children of Butte grew up with
a sense of pride about that or if they wondered where all the money went.
It was after midnight, and Aven drove without talking. The engine
overheated again near Three Forks, and he cooled it with water from the
fruit truck. When he turned into another rest area near Bozeman just an
hour later, I looked at him, alarmed.
“Just want to check on something,” he said. I got out, so he could slide
across the passenger side, and he popped the hood. It was dark and windy
and cold. I shivered in my short sleeves. Aven mumbled to himself as he
fussed with the guts of the car, jerking his hand back from the heat. I knew
nothing about engines, but I could hear worry in his grunts and sighs, the
hiss of his breath. He leaned down, like a veterinarian trying to deliver a
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breached calf, and groped for something—a hose, a belt?—with his eyes
squeezed shut. Finally, he let his breath out, made a clicking sound with
his tongue, and slammed the hood. We got back in the car and eased onto
the interstate.
Aven and I had learned from surviving other pickles of this sort with
our families that there were stages of accepting reality. The first stage was
to deny reality, and by denying it, to transform it. We knew that we were
poor, but we refused to accept this as a limitation. We took audacious risks
because the alternative was resignation and powerlessness, a loss of imagination. Aven and I had enrolled in colleges nearly as far from our homes as
they could be, and our families encouraged this. Nothing ventured, nothing
gained, nothing experienced beyond the tight corral of poverty. Taking the
risk with any chance of success meant ignoring the possibility of failure. We
are going to do this thing. Then doing it against the odds.
But sometimes reality could not be changed, and when this became an
irrepressible fact, we began to brace ourselves for the certainty of failure by
thinking beyond it. Ever since the tire had fallen off, we had been ignoring
the dented driver’s door and the jerky action of the brakes on the damaged
rotor. But now that Aven was worried about the engine, the facts piled
up. The radiator. The tire. The brakes. We weighed these things against
the miles between us and Tennessee, and without saying a word we both
accepted that our goal was now to get to Billings. When we got there, we
would call our parents and work it out. There would be no anger, no tears.
We would all know that we had been gambling, that the cards had been bad
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since the flop, and that it was now going to cost us more than we had hoped
to save. At the time, I would have been proud to say that nothing about this
shift in perspective admitted defeat. But now I understand that because I
did not experience setbacks like this as failures, I never learned from them. I
can almost see myself smirking in the dark, imagining how I would tell this
to my Southern friends in such a way that it would have the same effect as if
we had really pulled it off. I could hear them saying, “Wow, you did what?
No way.” The story would be triumph enough.

Aven had been driving fifty miles an hour since we had left Bozeman. It
was the odd time of night that is also early morning, and traffic was light,
save for the semis that moaned up behind us and blew past. Neither of us
could escape comfortably into our own thoughts any longer. The past and
future had fallen away. We listened to the engine the way a man who has felt
a stabbing pain in his chest waits for the vise to cinch down again. I asked
Aven how he liked Bob Jones, whether it was fair what everyone said about
it being like lock-up. It wasn’t far off, he said. The campus was fenced, and
students had to check in and out with security if they left.
I wondered if the car might have helped Aven forget about the walls,
losing himself in the project for hours in the university garage the way a
prisoner might embrace routine to escape time. Aven did not strike me as
a Bob Jones man. He was not deeply religious or political, so far as I could
tell. He was conservative, and this made him polite. But he, like me, had a
lifetime of practice concealing discomfort and shame beneath a confident
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air. I cannot say I knew him well enough then to say who he was. Who I
was then is mystery enough.
The stretch of road between Bozeman and Billings that I shared with
Aven has haunted me of late, maybe because time has carried some things
farther from me than the mere distance of years. The illusion of conquest
was gone. We were trying to minimize the damage, and for the time being
the two of us were working together in ways that we never would again.
Aven married a woman he met at Bob Jones, and the two of them are raising
a large family in Alaska, where Aven works as a mechanic and sometimes
appears on reality television. I am a professor at a liberal arts college in Iowa
where nearly everything I teach would brand me, in Aven’s world, as one
of the fabled and feared elites. From my vantage now, I can scarcely believe
that we took turns sleeping on the same pillow in the back seat of Aven’s
car, that we were, for that stretch of time, fundamentally of the same mind.
We will do this thing. We will beat these odds. I wonder how many other decisions since then, which have carried us to such different destinies, have
been driven at least in part by the same stubborn view, the same bluster and
defiance that had been set in motion years before. When Aven arrived with
his car boiling over, the more surprising choice would have been to call the
whole plan off, back away from the dare, do the safe thing. Everything we
had been taught up to then pushed us into the car and on down the road.

For a time the car seemed to find its stride. Aven and I talked off and on.
We ate a few more cherries. The mountains fell over the western horizon.
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We drove along the Yellowstone River, the rim of the Great Plains, the part
of Montana that inspired the name Big Sky.
Just before the exit to Billings, something blew in the engine. Aven
hung his head when he heard it. The car crept to the shoulder, and he disappeared once more beneath the hood. The wind was steady and cold, and
I got back in the car. Now and then I rocked in the backdraft of passing
trucks. The darkness brightened without the headlights, and I could see the
shape of the land, the long sightline across the plains to the violet ribbon
of sky. The hubris and adrenaline had worn off. This was the truth. Aven
would jury-rig a cover for the blown engine cap. He would drive us slowly,
carefully, up the exit to a garage, where he would abandon the car. We
would call our parents and wait, call again and wait some more. I would
catch a flight to Tennessee the next morning. Aven would take a Greyhound
to South Carolina. We would tell ourselves that it could have been worse.
Some memories are like mountains, their presence unchanged when
they rise again in our thoughts. I have not spoken to Aven in many years,
and the memory of him on that long drive to Billings is more like a rock
chiseled from our past, the kind that might show silver, quartz, or fool’s
gold, depending on how the light strikes it. I speak of it now to remember
when I still thought of myself first as a Montanan, how I got into trouble
that I should have seen coming, how I made that trouble worse by not turning back when I had the chance. Even now that I ought to know better, after
finding myself stranded in a dozen different ways over the years the way we
were that night outside Billings, I still have to guard against the gambling
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instinct that I learned as a child. It never tells me to fold ‘em, to walk away,
or to run. It tells me that losing is just a chance to double down. At the
right time of night or in the pale light before dawn, I almost forget it’s a
lie: that everything is possible, that we can wake from history as if from a
dream, that the bigger the chance, the greater the odds, the better the story
that will come of it all.
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James McKee

A Change of Sky
caelum non animum mutant qui trans mare currunt (To travel
across the sea bring a change of sky, not of soul)
				
Horace
Bystander-slack, all aplomb and delicious exemption,
I’m a benchful of pricey sprawl outside the kibbutz hotel,
awaiting the bus to Masada, made capital-g glorious by mass
suicide in 73 CE.
Far down a slope of drone-prowled sand scabbed with outcrops,
a sea—
yes, the Dead one—
flares back at the sky like a sheet of pitted steel.
Turns out I like my vistas cleansed enough for, say,
phylacteried zealots and phalanxed legionaries to suffer just as
superbly
as a good-kitschy network miniseries, circa 1980, could imagine
them.
It’s simpler that way, like not listening.
Meantime, shadows creep like wet ink beneath olive-drab scrub
while a hot hush, as between blows,
clots in the burdened air.

All at once I un-slump: across the road stands an ibex, too real to
be random,
horns like flourished sabers, outthrust pharaoh’s beard, hoofs of
battered onyx.
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It surveys the façade, side-eyes me curtly, then clops over the hot
frontier—
if a driveway counts as a frontier—
and in among pool-blockading and palm-surveilled bungalows,
planted
where olive trees and flocks of sheep once belonged
to people who don’t belong here anymore.
I look around: no one to witness it step through that rent in the
probable
which has, just like that,
zipped shut behind its quickening trot.

Whatever it is I feel stands me up, god damn it,
fierce as a prophet for a good scourging by some truths:
mass immiseration, a carceral shadow-state,
dark-age atavisms thickly nacred in digital frivolity,
the whole hypertrophied apparatus of a wartime imperium
still lubricated by its founding crimes, but soon—
too soon—
I hear the heave and grind of my bus lurching up the switchbacks.
Any minute now, the doors will open with a hiss and a clunk,
a gush of air conditioning and Mid-Atlantic English will blur the
desert glare,
and in a candy-hued touchscreen glow that soothes like home
I’ll sit where the look no one gives me proves I still belong.
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